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aint Cochrane’s World is a first novel. As in, the first novel I wrote 

that I felt was of professional quality. I knew it had flaws, and I half- 
heartedly attempted to market it to small presses and eBook publishers. One 
even accepted the book for publication, then promptly went out of business. 
I never attempted to send it to agents, but I probably should have, since my 
current agent had requested to see it at the Pacific Northwest Writers 
Conference in 1999 after I pitched the idea to him. It was 2005 before I felt 
it was ‘done’ enough to send it to anyone. 

I was soon working on my second novel, called Reunion Day, which 
eventually morphed into Impulse, Volume I of my Lightship Chronicles 
series for DAW Books and Del Rey UK. But always there was Saint 
Cochrane's World, looming in the back of my mind. I stole from it, 
characters and places and settings and even the final line of my trilogy, 
spoken in Defiant: 

“Over? It hasn't even begun.” 

Those words were spoken by Dane Cochrane in SCW, and Peter 
Cochrane in Defiant. Saint Cochrane’s World was always intended as the 
first novel in a trilogy that takes place about a millennia after the events of 
The Lightship Chronicles. Though it is not a direct sequel in any way, 
Speedwing and Saint Cochrane’s World and The Lightship Chronicles 
books are all connected through the Cochrane family of Quantar and their 
impact on a growing, burgeoning, galactic empire. I had intended to write 
10 novels in this saga. So far 4 have been published. 

Saint Cochrane’s World has always been dear to my heart. It was my 
first book, my first attempt at writing professional fiction. I’m not 
embarrassed by it at all. It’s overly romantic, a bit too sincere in places, and 
has plenty of bumps and bruises in it. But I love this book, because of what 
it represented; a start in my professional writing career. 

For those reasons and many others, I’m presenting it to you here as a bit 
of a gift. A look into ‘what might have been’, an extension of the Lightship 


Chronicles universe. It’s not the best thing I ever wrote, but it is my 
favorite, and I think it deserves to be seen, to have its day in the sun. 
I hope you enjoy it. 
Dave Bara 
August, 2017 
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1. ABOARD THE STARLINER VIXIS 
ny 


he shuttle trip from Corant had been long and boring, and the young 

space traveler found himself growing weary, even at such an early 
hour. He yawned hard and then rubbed at his eyes, stopping after a few 
seconds to check his reflection in the mirrored doors of the lifter. He found 
to his displeasure that the natural hazel of his irises were surrounded by red 
veins of fatigue. 

He assessed the rest of his appearance with a critical eye, moving the 
gold starburst medallion he wore to just below his family crest, where it 
was much more likely to be noticed. The pin was emblematic of his status 
as Class valedictorian at the Imperial Director’s Academy. The symbolic 
meaning of the crest, however, a shield of four white stars and one gold one, 
chevron of orange, and three boar’s heads, was lost on him. He made a 
mental note to research its origins in the family histories now that he would 
have so much more leisure time. 

A series of gentle tugs from artificial gravity fields pulled at him as the 
lifter passed through deck after deck of the mammoth Starliner Vixis. He 
had studied the Starliners, equal parts luxury liner and warship, during his 
five years at the Academy. The Emperor himself used the twelve ancient 
vessels of the Starliner Fleet to maintain peace across a hundred Habitable 
Worlds, and despite his five years of seasoning on Corant the young man 
was still excited by the prospect of traveling on one. 

Satisfied with his appearance for the moment, he buttoned up his formal 
blue waist jacket a final time and then closed his eyes. He took in a deep 
breath, linking his breathing to the rhythmic hum of the lifter, willing 
himself to accept the excitement of his circumstances and put away his 
fatigue. A soft bell chime indicated that he had arrived at the dinner deck. 
He opened his eyes again as the lifter doors parted, and stepped out into a 
glittering twilight wonderland. 

The dining hall was laid out in three tiers with a balcony above, the bar 
underneath on the main level, and a sunken dining deck below to his right. 


Huge view windows showcased a dazzling three-story starscape, with the 
golden-green globe of Corant hanging in space above them. 

The dining deck was furnished with row after row of tables and private 
dinner booths that curved away from where he stood into the distance and 
out of his sight. Diners engaged in noisy chatter throughout the lounge, 
basking in candlelight glow as they conversed. The gentle clinking of 
glasses, the exotic smells of finely prepared meals and the music of the 
dinner orchestra combined to give the room a delightful ambiance. In this 
atmosphere of unrestrained opulence these scenes were being repeated 
many times. A Starliner was outward bound from the Imperial capitol, 
Corant, with the only travelers allowed in these luxurious surroundings 
being the royal elite of the Imperium, and of course, their servants. 

He absorbed it all as best he could, then stepped forward as the maitre 
d', a sharp looking gray-haired man in formal attire, nodded to him. 

“At your service, Sir,” said the maitre d' in a gravelly voice. 

“Ts there time to get dinner before the jump?” 

The maitre d' nodded. “Yes sir. I’m sure I can seat you at a table that 
would be to your liking. Would you prefer a private booth, or perhaps some 
stimulating conversation?” 

The young man smiled at the latter suggestion. “That would be nice, 
thank you. Some good dinner conversation would be most enjoyable.” Not 
to mention give him the opportunity to make new acquaintances. 

“I just need your name sir.” 

The young man cleared his throat. “I’m Sire Dane Cochrane, of 
Quantar.” 

The maitre d' silently scanned the manifest. It took longer than he 
expected, and Dane fingered his jacket sash nervously as a line of patrons 
began to form behind him. Finally the maitre d' spoke. 

“Ah. Here you are, Sire. We’ve been expecting you,” he continued to 
look down at the manifest for a few more moments, keying notes into the 
pad, then turned his full attention to Dane. 

“Tve a fine table with some guests I’m sure you’|l find stimulating 
conversationalists, and you may call me Arimel if you wish. Please, follow 
me, Sire.” Arimel gestured towards the dinner deck with a broad sweep of 
his hand. Dane noted the quick switch from the less formal ‘sir’ to the 
proper honoraria of ‘Sire’ once the man had discovered he was catering to 


royalty. As they walked the maitre d' explained about the guests with 
whom Dane would be sharing dinner. 

“Dr. Christian Rijkard is a prominent exo-archeologist from the 
Imperial University on Corant. He’s traveling to Danion’s World for a 
working vacation. He has some interesting theories on mankind’s origins 
and the Sol system, I’m told. 

“Sire Sunil Katara is heir to the Chair of Jalesh, a young man of about 
your age and similar breeding. A polo player and a fine athlete, so the 
manifest says,” he continued. 

Dane nodded as the maitre d' described the next pair of guests, a 
middle-aged couple named Harrington from Pendax, on the Frontier. 
Traders by business, they amounted to a merchant prince and his consort. 
Not usually the type for sophisticated conversations, but then you never 
knew. 

“And lastly, Sire, there is a young woman. Lady Calinda Anay is from 
an executive family on Beta Sorel. I did not seat her myself, but I’m told 
she is quite striking.” 

“Really?” said Dane, feigning disinterest but picking up his pace at this 
welcome news. The chance to entertain a lady’s company for the evening 
in this palace of wonders was more than he could hope for. 

They approached a large table in the middle of the dining deck. He 
quickly identified his most likely competition for the lady’s interest, Katara, 
and the Harrington’s easily enough. Katara was handsome, to Dane’s 
disappointment, with short hair and the dark Arabic features of his home 
world. The Harrington’s were both enormously large and rather informally 
dressed for dinner, much as Dane would expect from Frontiersmen. They 
also clearly wanted for little in material terms judging from the ample 
jewels on Mrs. Harrington’s stubby neck and fingers. The thin man who 
could only be Dr. Rijkard sat puffing a cigar in his formal dinner clothes, 
gray smoke matching his hair and full beard. He observed Dane with the 
keen interest, eying him askance as he approached. To Rijkard’s left, 
illuminated in profile, sat the lone unaccompanied female, no doubt the 
Lady Calinda of Beta Sorel. 

Arimel introduced Dane around the table, Mr. Harrington rising first to 
shake his hand, an overly strong grip that lingered longer than Dane 
wanted. “Welcome!” he blurted out in a clipped colonial accent from 
beneath a substantial pair of handle-barred mustache wings. Katara was 


friendly and motioned for Dane to sit next to him, across from Rijkard and 
the Lady. Rijkard nodded his welcome and flicked the embers of his cigar, 
then returned to his quiet conversation with Mrs. Harrington. To Dane’s 
disappointment, the Lady Calinda scarcely acknowledged him at all, barely 
nodding without looking up and then reaching a hand out to Rijkard to gain 
his attention, speaking to him in whispered tones. 

Once he had sat down, a hostess prodded Dane with a dinner menu as 
Arimel departed with a bow. Dane casually selected an 80-year aged 
armagnac as a cocktail without really knowing what he was ordering, 
having merely recognized the drink from labels he had seen in his father’s 
stocks. His drink was promptly served and he ordered wild quarterboar for 
dinner, an old favorite, then swished the amber armagnac slowly in his glass 
before finally turning his attention to his dinner companions. 

“You'll find her a difficult nut to crack.” 

Dane turned to Sunil Katara, on his left. “I’m sorry?” Katara nodded, 
speaking softly. 

“The Lady Calinda. Been cold as ice to me all night. Maybe you’ ll 
have better luck, eh Cochrane?” 

Dane smiled, Katara’s voice was smooth and he carried an air of 
sophistication, something Dane aspired to. His retort was quick. “I did 
wonder why you gave up the seat closest to her so easily. And you can call 
me Dane.” 

Katara smiled back and shrugged. “Very well Dane, and you may call 
me Sunil. But I will tell you, the Jalesh know a hopeless cause when we 
see one, and she is hopeless. And anyway, my father sent a pair of girls 
from our embassy on Corant to keep me company. They’re two doors 
down from my cabin, so if we get bored later...” he tipped his wine glass to 
Dane before taking a sip. 

Dane stole a glance at the Lady Calinda, now involved in a deep but 
quiet conversation with the doctor. Even with her head turned away from 
him it was apparent her beauty was something special. “I appreciate the 
offer, Sunil. Think PI still take my chances with the Lady, though.” 

Katara raised his glass. “As you wish. My offer is good for the night!” 
Then he laughed and drank, and Dane laughed with him. 

“So tell me young Cochrane,” it was Mr. Harrington, bellowing through 
the other conversations. “What brings you to this table? What journey of 
discovery are you on?” 


“Come now Admar!” It was Rijkard now, interceding on Dane’s 
behalf. “Leave the lad alone! He’s only just boarded and he’s hungry, and 
not even drunk yet!” 

Dane responded before the frontiersman could. “Really, it’s not a 
problem, doctor. I’m more than happy to talk about my travels.” 

Harrington snorted loudly. “Do tell, young lad! Do tell!” 

Rijkard shook his head. “Admar! You really are too much.” 

“I am, am I? I’m sure the young one won’t be wasting our time with 
tales of forgotten alien artifacts on the moons of Earth!” 

“Admar, you know full well Earth only has one moon.” 

“So I do. What’s the other planet called?” 

“Mars.” 

“Yes, that’s it, Mars! The doctor’s been weaving a tale all night about 
how we humans originated on Mars! Have you ever heard the like?” 

Dane could only smile at the rugged man, laughing inside at the 
exchange. “Never, Mr. Harrington. Does sound interesting though.” 

The next voice cut through the conversation, low and rough. “So, now 
that you’ve had your fill of these cads, young Sire, tell us as you’ve 
promised, what adventures bring you to board the Vixis this night?” 

Dane turned his attention fully to the Lady Calinda. The soft music of 
the dining hall orchestra seemed to fade away into the background as he 
looked directly into her face for the first time. 

She had long auburn hair draped down to her shoulders and colored 
perfectly to match her evening gown. The shoulders were bare, a row of 
ruffled roses playing across the bodice of the gown, which clung neatly to 
an athletic but very feminine physique. Her skin was like white pearl, 
glowing smooth and flawless in the gentle amber candlelight. Her face was 
elegantly oval; the nose thin and strong, cheekbones high and sharp, lips 
full, with lipstick precisely colored again to match her dress. And all of it 
concluded in the most piercing green eyes Dane had ever seen. 

Then he realized he’d been holding his breath the entire time he was 
looking at her. 

Absently he gulped down more of his drink, to calm his nerves. After a 
long moment that seemed to hang in the air like the doctor’s cigar smoke he 
managed to respond. “Actually, I’ve just completed my studies at the 
Imperial Director’s Academy on Corant, and I’m returning home to 
Quantar, via the Imperial port at Callis. I’ve been away for five years.” 


“Really?” the lady leaned forward, showing interest. “I find that 
fascinating! To be tested and trained to lead the family Directorships. To 
think the future of not only your family, but of the whole Corporate Empire 
rests on the shoulders of just a few young men. It must have been very 
exciting.” 

Dane heard Katara shifting uncomfortably in the chair next to next to 
his, obviously bothered by the level of interest the Lady Calinda was 
showing in him. Dane leaned closer to her across the table, his confidence 
building. “It was, but it was also very strenuous. In the end, though, the 
reward was worth it.” 

She shook her head. “What reward?” 

He pointed proudly to the valedictorian pin on his tunic. “I graduated 
top of a class of fifty,” he said. “Only a thousand Directorships in the 
whole Empire, and I owed my father that.” 

The lady was inquisitive now. “Your father? I don’t understand. What 
did you owe him?” 

All eyes at the table turned to him now and the other conversations 
stopped. He had unwittingly focused all the attention on himself. Dane 
contemplated the Lady Calinda, weighing the risk of losing her attentions 
versus the revelation of his family secret to a table full of strangers. It was 
a fact that if they were ever to become more than mere acquaintances, they 
would all know eventually, based on their rank and standing. He took 
another drink of the armagnac, glanced once around the table, and made his 
decision, addressing Calinda. 

“My older brother, Arin, was first in line to succeed to the Quantar 
Directorship. He was in his last semester at the Academy when he was 
caught cheating and expelled.” He looked down at the table and shrugged, 
as if he could physically shake off the humiliation he felt. “It was a small 
mistake. A simple hole in a computational matrix that allowed him to solve 
a certain equation more rapidly. He never thought it might be a test of 
character. I felt very sorry for him, but when he was sent home in disgrace 
it fell to me to attempt to regain my family’s honor,” he looked up at her 
again, “For my father.” 

The Lady Calinda waited only a moment before replying. “There are 
some who would disagree as to whether your ‘family honor’ was worth 
regaining.” 


Dane stared at her in stunned surprise, unsure at first that he had heard 
her correctly. Mr. Harrington cleared his throat and rustled in his chair, 
glancing towards his wife, who sat silently clutching her wine goblet. Sunil 
Katara took a large gulp of his wine and then quickly refilled the glass. Dr. 
Rijkard merely puffed further on his cigar, observing the exchange. 

Calinda smiled thinly at Dane as she continued. “As all of us at this 
table have heard, according to the news reports, some rebels to your father’s 
rule have sprung up.” 

This second comment shook Dane from his stupor. He was trained well 
enough to know an advancing adversary when he saw one, even when the 
weapons were words instead of coil rifles. He sat back in his armchair, 
putting some distance between himself and Calinda, to let her know of his 
displeasure. He locked eyes with her for several seconds, and then drained 
his glass, setting it down sharply on the table. “I’m afraid you are 
misinformed, Lady. My father kept in touch with me monthly, and the only 
trouble he ever reported was news of raids by mining pirates in the outer 
asteroids. Mere criminals, madam.” 

Lady Calinda showed no sign of retreat, and in fact pressed on. “With 
all due respect Sire, that is not consistent with the news reports as I have 
read them,” her tone now seemed openly disrespectful. “They say, your 
father’s personal and political losses have turned him evil. They say, he 
commits atrocities against his own people, and that he has become a 
tyrant.” 

Dane’s anger peaked with the cumulative effects of the liquor and the 
lady’s insults. He leaned forward, unwavering, while trying to keep his 
voice as even as he could. 

“Never. Not my father. They’re criminals, nothing more.” 

Their eyes remained locked for several moments. He sensed an anger 
equal to his own in her, and then watched it vanish again as quickly as it 
had appeared. Lady Calinda lowered her eyes and leaned back in her 
dinner chair. 

“I’ve upset you, Sire. That was not my intent.” 

Despite her attempted apology Dane felt compelled into action by his 
anger and stood to leave, tossing his napkin on the table in disgust. This 
time he could not keep his voice from rising. “Whatever your intent, Lady, 
you’ve succeeded in ruining my desire for your company.” He looked 
around the table to the other guests. “Good evening to you all. I apologize 


for my abrupt departure, but I find I’ve lost my appetite for dinner.” At that 
he walked rapidly away from the table. It only took the Lady Calinda a 
moment to gather herself and respond. 

“Wait! Please!” She stood and ran after him as he retreated through the 
dining hall, heads turning one after another to follow them. He was a good 
distance from their table and still walking fast when she caught up to him in 
a service hallway, grabbing him by the arm. He yanked himself free of her 
and continued down the hall without turning back. At this she removed her 
shoes and started after him at a near run, no easy feat in the evening gown. 

“Dane, wait! Let me apologize!” He slowed his pace only slightly as 
she caught up to him and then pushed him against the corridor wall with 
surprising strength. A few curious wait staff glanced down from the 
kitchen at the commotion, then went on about their business, leaving the 
two of them alone. Dane fought the desire to push her away and go on. A 
moment later he was glad he didn’t. She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed 
him with as much passion as there had been anger only a few moments 
before. Dane felt himself respond to her kiss, automatically returning her 
passion. A second later it was over and she pushed away, her head bowed 
down in shame and her voice a quiet echo of her previous forcefulness. 

“I didn’t mean to offend you so, Dane. Sire Cochrane, I mean. I... 
don’t often... don’t often meet men like you.” 

“Nor I women like you!” he snapped back at her as he wiped the 
warmth of her kiss from his lips. 

Her tone remained apologetic, trying to calm him. “I’m truly sorry, I 
didn’t mean to pull you into an argument.” 

Dane shook his head at her. “Indeed you did, Lady. You insulted my 
entire family in front of a table full of people who are beyond your station. 
People I might have called friends or business partners one day. You have 
stepped out of your place in line. And now you tread in waters whose 
depths are far above your head.” 

She took another step back from him, this time speaking just above a 
whisper. “The things you say of me are true,” she said, a tear running down 
her cheek. The internal heat of his anger abated a bit at this. 

“Please, Sire. I have been through — difficult personal times lately. I 
am not myself and my family would be ashamed of the way I’ve treated 
you. It was shameful of me to act so unfavorably. It’s just...” Her voice 
trailed off as the tears came more fully. She turned her face away from him. 


Dane took a calming breath, not ready to forgive her, but putting away 
his anger for the moment. She seemed genuinely hurt now, in emotional 
pain, but he wanted to know more. 

“Go on, Lady.” 

She struggled, wiping her own tears away with a gloved hand. “It’s 
just... I lost my sister recently. She was... very important to me. And now 
I’ve let my frustrations come out on you. For that I’m truly sorry.” At this 
she looked up at him again, her face covered in her tears and smeared 
makeup. “Do you think you could you find it in yourself to forgive me?” 

Dane contemplated her again. The anger apparent in her only moments 
before was now gone, replaced by what seemed a sincere regret. Perhaps 
it’s just as she says, he thought. He chose to let his final anger at her wash 
away as he held out a kerchief to her, which she took. “If you were to 
apologize...” 

“T apologize, fully and thoroughly,” she said, dabbing at her eye 
makeup. 

“And make amends to the other dinner guests...” 

“I will do so immediately.” 

Dane nodded, thankful that they had reached a détente. He reminded 
himself that she was still very beautiful, and kindness to her was not out of 
the question. “Then I suppose I could see my way clear to forgive you.” 

“Thank you, Sire,” she said. He extended his arm to her, and she 
reached out and accepted his peace offering. She wiped away the last of her 
tears and makeup with the kerchief, a noble pride returning to her features, 
then gave her own offering. 

“T would be most honored if you would be so kind as to rejoin us for 
dinner. I am sure the meal will be well worth it.” 

He smiled at her. “And the company?” 

She smiled back as they began their return to the dinner table, arm-in- 
arm. 

“That,” she said, “should be worth your time as well.” 
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espite her promise, the Lady Calinda was polite but quiet through 
D the rest of the evening. She made her apologies and departed the 
ining hall with the Harrington’s promptly at the two-hour bell. Dane felt a 
mixture of disappointment and relief as he watched her go. 

Katara and Rijkard meanwhile were now lingering over the last of their 
after dinner port. Dane’s meal had been excellent and he sat back in his 
chair, his various appetites mostly satisfied, eyeing the two men and 
listening to their conversation with curiosity. 

“But doctor, no expedition has returned from the Sol system for two 
centuries, since the Earthmen took her behind the Shield. What makes you 
think the Court will fund an expedition now?” 

“Precisely because it has been so long, my young man! Perhaps on 
Jalesh they have no interest in mankind’s origins, but I assure you on 
Corant it has been talked about for years!” 

“And how much closer are you to getting your funding?” 

The doctor responded by draining his glass of port. Katara turned to 
Dane. 

“You see, Cochrane? Useless. If the Crown will not support it, the 
families of the Kallaket won’t. So progress stops, growth rates decline, and 
we stagnate at an empire of a hundred Habitable Worlds.” 

Dane couldn’t resist the opening, a smile breaking across his lips as he 
spoke. “Perhaps then the Katara’s of Jalesh should fund it all on their 
own.” 

Katara wagged his finger at Dane in response. “You’re a sly one, you,” 
he turned back to the doctor. “If we had the money, and if we were so 
inclined, it might be a project we could take on one day, with partners, like 
Sire Dane here.” 

The doctor eyed Katara “Would you? Fund the expedition, I mean? 
And you Cochrane, does it strike your fancy?” 


Dane smiled. “It does, doctor. The origins of man on Earth have 
always interested me, and exo-archeology was one of my minor areas of 
study at the Academy. But I am not the Director yet, and neither is my 
good friend Sunil.” 

“Precisely!” Katara slapped the table for emphasis and stood, a bit 
wobbly, then steadied himself by placing one hand on the table. “Doctor, 
the conversation seems to have led to me consuming too much of a good 
thing. Would you care to continue this discussion in my stateroom? My 
father has amply provided for our every need, and I believe Sire Cochrane 
here has decided to lament the loss of his evening’s companion, and will no 
doubt brood on it through the entire jump.” 

The doctor stood. “Surely, my young man. And a good evening to you, 
Sire,” He bowed formally to Dane and then lit another cigar as he turned to 
go. Katara looked to Dane. 

“Last chance,” he said, with a tilt of the head. 

Dane smiled, then rose to shake his hand. “Good night, Sunil. I will 
take you up on that offer of a visit to Jalesh sooner than you think.” 

“PII look forward to it,” Katara shook Dane’s hand vigorously and then 
he and the doctor departed the dinner lounge, still in conversation as they 
went. The hostesses were now busily converting the dining deck into a 
lounge, which it would function as during the ships “day”. 

Dane emptied his glass and glanced at his watch in anticipation of the 
jump; three-quarters of an hour to go. He unbuttoned his waistcoat and 
loosened his shirt collar as he started for the lifters, sauntering slowly, 
hands in pockets, thinking about what might have been with the Lady 
Calinda. He was rounding the final bend near the rear of the observation 
deck when he saw her sitting alone in one of the window booths. 

She sat with her chin resting in her hand, staring out at the starscape 
with what Dane fancied was a lonely look on her face. He changed course 
towards her immediately. As he approached, she remained oblivious to 
him, the auburn evening gown a rich beacon among the white dinner 
tablecloths. He stopped in front of the booth, noting a bottle of liquor and 
two glasses on the table, then placed his hands in his pants pockets and 
affected a casual stance. 

“T expected you had retired for the evening,” he said. 

She turned at the sound of his voice, smiling brightly at him, obviously 
pleased. 


“You may find your expectations are turned on their head with me, Sire 
Cochrane,” she said, her voice low and seductive. He smiled back at her 
brashness. 

“T’ve no doubt of that,” he replied. She was quite different from the 
brooding diner companion with whom he had parted company barely more 
than an hour ago. He was fully intrigued with her again. “So tell me Lady, 
what brings you here so close to the jump?” 

She sighed, then affected a pout. “I found I was quite bored in my 
cabin. So I decided to come back to the lounge and see if I could 
rendezvous’ with you again, but out of sight of our dinner guests. A Lady 
must keep her reputation intact under today’s social mores. You 
understand.” 

Dane nodded. “Of course.” 

Her smile turned into a satisfied grin. She patted the seat next to her in 
the booth. “Come and sit with me. I believe it’s time I gave you a proper 
apology.” 

His eyebrows went up in surprise. “But you had all night to do that.” 

She gave him a look of impatience. “Quit being so difficult and come 
sit here, I won’t offer again,” This time she moved over in the booth to give 
him room. 

He took his hands from his pants and bowed formally to her. “And who 
am I to refuse a Lady my company?” 

She pointed to the leather seat with her finger in impatience. “Sit.” 

Dane slid in next to her, unable to wipe the smile from his face. She 
ignored the overt pleasure he was taking from being in her company and 
offered the liquor bottle in front of her to him. “This is my family brandy. 
We’re fine distillers on our home world. We export to dozens of nearby 
systems. I was hoping you’d join me in a drink, as a means of fulfilling my 
obligation to you.” 

Dane straightened proudly in the seat. “A gentleman would never hold 
a lady to an obligation that she did not wish to fulfill.” 

She cocked her head at him playfully. “I never said I didn’t wish to 
fulfill it. And now suddenly I find you are a gentleman? Forgive me if I’m 
disappointed at that.” 

He laughed. “Perhaps we should do away with the formalities and you 
should just pour the brandy.” 


“Common sense at last!” She filled both their glasses a third full, then 
handed one to Dane while taking the other. 

He lifted his glass to her. “To what shall we drink?” She pondered a 
moment, then: 

“To pleasant apologies.” 

He grinned, then they touched glasses with a gentle clink. “Pleasant 
apologies it is.” 

He watched as she brought the brandy to her lips and drank deeply, 
keeping her eyes squarely on him. He matched her drink, the smooth glow 
of the brandy warming him, then carefully set his glass down next to hers. 
When he returned his attention to her he found she was searching his face, 
eyes darting back and forth as if she sought the answer to some unspoken 
question in him. He spoke gently to her. 

“What is it, Calinda?” 

She sighed heavily, the gentle candle glow playing across her face, then 
without a word she leaned in slowly and kissed him. He felt the softness of 
her lips on his, the gentle flick of her tongue a sensual delight in his mouth. 
He could taste the brandy as they mingled, the sweet scent of her perfume 
filling his senses. She pulled back from him and he waited anxiously on her 
next action. He felt unusually uncertain in the presence of such a beautiful 
woman. She looked down to her brandy and took another drink, then sat 
back, avoiding his gaze. 

“T’m not usually that forward,” she said quietly. “But something about 
you has made me forget my manners more than once tonight.” 

He stroked the back of her hand with his fingers, hoping to reassure 
her. “Your manners are fine, Lady.” 

She looked to him again. “Then you have forgiven me?” 

He nodded. “Apology accepted, Lady.” 

An awkward silence fell then as she turned her attention back to the 
Starscape, staring distantly. 

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said. 

They pondered together a moment, she intent on the stars, Dane intent 
on her. 

“Yes, it is,” he agreed. Calinda’s cheeks flushed just a bit. She looked 
down at the table, speaking in a quiet voice, as if she was wary of someone 
in the near-empty lounge overhearing her. 


“When I booked this voyage, I had hoped that I would meet someone 
special, someone to help me forget my recent difficulties.” 

Dane brushed back a lock of hair from her face. “And have you?” 

She smiled at him and nodded. “Yes,” He returned her smile, then 
leaned in and kissed her. She responded to his approach by moaning softly, 
her lips demanding his, grasping him ever more tightly as he explored the 
sumptuous curves of her body. They lingered together a long time before 
she pulled back, her quick and shallow breathing revealing a deep passion 
in her that both surprised and pleased him with its intensity. 

“How much longer until we make the first jump?” she asked between 
sharp breaths. Dane looked at his wristwatch. 

“Twenty minutes,” he said. 

“And how long until the next one after that?” 

“About four hours,” he began to smile. 

“Hmm, four hours. Whatever will we do for so long?” she teased. He 
drained his brandy and set the glass down on the table again. “Let’s go to 
my chambers.” He stood and took her by the hand as she hurriedly 
gathered her brandy bottle with the other, then led her to the private lifter, 
the glass doors closing silently behind them. 


2a + 


DANE FUMBLED FOR THE light switch in the dark, trying not to seem 
too foolish. There was a loud crack and the clinking of glasses as his leg 
bumped into a liquor table near the bed. 

“Don’t bother,” said Calinda from behind him. “It’s here.” The room 
lights came on slowly, creating a twilight effect in the master bed chamber. 
Dane quickly took the brandy bottle and glasses out of her hands and 
returned to pour them another drink, setting the brandy down carefully for 
safety. 

“T’m sorry that I don’t have more to offer you,” he said, holding a bottle 
up to the dim room lighting. “Most of my liquor is packed for the trip, but 
I’ve always wanted to try a Kanaris cognac, and there just happens to be 
one here in the bar.” 

Dane turned to look at Calinda. She stood near the bed, seductively 
holding onto the bedpost with one hand. Her evening gown clung tightly to 
her generous body, the twilight effect illuminating her auburn hair from 


behind. He thought it made her seem dark and mysterious, a mystery he 
was Craving to uncover. 

He took the glasses and went over to her, handing her the drink as they 
sat together on the edge of the bed. Dane took a sip of his cognac and felt 
the almost immediate warming effect of the Exotic distillation process. 
Calinda sipped at her drink. 

“Ooo. That’s wonderful,” 

“Be careful. It’s an Exotic,” he said. “An intoxicant and aphrodisiac in 
one. I hope you don’t mind,” She answered by taking another sip. Dane 
set his glass down and began gently nuzzling her neck, tasting her warm 
skin as he went. 

After a few moments of this she set her own glass on the bedside table, 
then pushed him down flat on the bed and rolled over on top of him, hair 
dangling in his face to tease him. She let out a small giggle and then sat 
back and slowly released her gown from behind, exposing the top of her 
breast but holding the gown on to intrigue him. Her eyes and lips glistened 
seductively in the artificial twilight. 

“Am I... everything you’d hoped for?” she said. Dane nodded. 

“And more. Much more.” 

“Then show me.” 

He moved to her slowly, tracing her face and neck with the back of his 
hand, then running along her collarbone, glancing across the top of her 
breast before finally touching and parting her lips with his fingers. She 
moaned in delight as he pulled her to him and kissed her, savoring her as he 
would a fine wine, the intoxicating glow of the Exotic washing over them. 
She pushed him back to the bed again and kissed her way down his neck to 
his chest and stomach, pausing only to remove his dinner jacket and shirt 
from her path, unfastening the buttons as she went. 

Dane basked in the moment, breathing deeply, the stimulation of her 
warm tongue on his skin sending waves of pleasure through his body. 
Abruptly she stopped kissing him. He opened his eyes to look at her but 
she had turned her attention beyond the bed to a row of closets at the far 
end of the room. 

He looked up in the same direction, a hint of motion snapping him to 
full clarity in the space of a second. Five years of military training kicked 
in without a thought, the effects of the alcohol gone in a rush of adrenaline, 
his whole being suddenly aware of imminent danger. 


He broke their embrace, rolling onto his knees on the bed as he pulled 
his shirt and jacket back on and pushed Calinda behind him to protect her, 
looking in the direction of the motion. He counted six dark figures, all in 
black, faces fully covered in masks. They stood in front of a row of closets, 
no more than ten feet away, dark shadows in the twilight. 

“Move away from the woman!” came a gravel voice from the dark. 
Dane’s eyes darted quickly about the room, looking for the source of the 
voice, trying to analyze the situation as fast as he could. He surmised that 
they must have entered through some sort of double doors in the closets. 
He also noted their uniforms; all black with a golden human eye symbol 
inlaid at the breast, glistening in the mood lighting. 

PKI! 

Calinda remained motionless but fully tensed behind him, as if she were 
as ready for action as he. The voice came a second time, loud enough for 
both of them to hear but intended not to be detected by any nearby listening 
devices. 

“T said move away from the woman!” 

This time Dane knew it was the one furthest away from him who had 
spoken. Foolishly, he moved towards the voice in anger, disregarding his 
training and intuition in a moment of youthful bluster. “What’s the meaning 
of this intrusion? I demand to know-“ 

A blinding flash stopped him short. He felt a thud against his chest, 
then a tingling sensation began to spread rapidly to his limbs. 

Stungun! 

He realized it too late, buckling over on to the bed as a second burst of 
light came, no doubt intended for Calinda. His vision blurred as he saw her 
fall forward to the floor, the room around him fading rapidly to black. 


ia 


THE DARK FIGURE OF Arimel, agent of the PKI, ripped the mask from 
his face. 

“Search them!” the order was like the whispered hiss of a snake. The 
five remaining dark figures descended on Dane and Calinda, a variety of 
sinister-looking electronic detection devices being deployed. Arimel paced 
the room nervously in silence for several moments while his underlings 
went about their task. One broke away from the pack to approach his 
master. 


He carefully handed Arimel a small razor-sharp blade. “We found this 
on the royal woman.” 

Arimel looked puzzled. “A poison lance?” 

“We found it under the nail of her forefinger. It contains Donoret, a 
neural poison which travels up the central nervous system to the brain, 
causing damage virtually indistinguishable from an aneurism. Death is 
nearly instantaneous.” 

Arimel laughed as loudly as he dared. “No doubt intended for our 
young master here! How exquisite! To die in the throes of passion!” He 
looked contemptuously at Dane. “It would have been a much better death 
than the one we’ ll give him.” 

The underling nodded. 

“Take them to the holding cells,” Arimel ordered. I want to find out 
more about our royal assassin. It appears Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar is 
even more unpopular than we thought. And leave no traces of our presence 
here. I want his death to be a permanent mystery to the rest of the Empire.” 

“Understood.” 

Then Arimel smiled a snake-smile of satisfaction, pivoted, and vanished 
back into the darkness from which he had come. 


SK 


3. 
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he room was spinning, or at least he thought it was. Dane fought 

back nausea and closed his eyes against the blurry light invading his 
consciousness. A pounding rush went through his head as he squeezed his 
eyes shut against the invading light. The sensation of swirling like water 
down a drain was impossible for him to stop so he chose not to fight it and 
let the wave wash over him. 

Slowly he became aware of other sensations; a cold dampness on his 
face; gentle tingling in his limbs; the low hum of a generator. As these 
sensations became more acute, the spinning began to fade. With that 
greater stability, unfortunately, also came more unpleasant realities; the 
hardness of the floor, soreness in his ribcage, a light from above too bright 
for him to bear, even with his eyes closed. 

Inevitably full consciousness came to him. He was lying on a cold, 
hard, and rough floor, face down in a small pool of water, his arms and legs 
spread wide. He was prone and vulnerable to another attack, and to the 
men his reactivated memory told him must surely be lurking nearby. 

He tested himself, moving his fingers, then arms, and finally his legs in 
such an infinitesimal way that only a trained military observer would have 
noticed the movements. Each tiny twitch sent a cascade of fire up his 
frayed nerve endings to register in the pain centers of his brain. He 
recognized the effects of a stungun, designed in this way to provoke a 
minimal ability to resist and a maximum desire to comply with one’s 
captors. He had used them himself at the Academy, and been on the 
receiving end of one before as well, as part of his training. 

He returned his useless muscles to a state of calmness and focused on 
his other senses in turn, proceeding to go through his training litany; sight, 
sound, smell. Though he was yet unable to open his eyes, he was aware of 
light shining down on his head from above. He focused on his audible 
sense next; a strange combination of almost organic sounds like rainfall and 
mechanical ones like the baffles of a great steam engine filtered through. 


The only scent he could detect was a slight odor of lubrication oil, as if he 
were in some sort of industrial area of the Starliner, if he indeed was still on 
the ship at all. 

Having run through his training regimen, there were now few options 
left to him. Should he move in any way, he might subject himself to further 
attack. But lying prone on the floor he was virtually defenseless. Deciding 
he could put it off no longer, he sat back on his haunches to steady himself, 
hands on knees, and then opened his eyes. 

His vision was blurred and confused, a wash of colors mixing 
unpleasantly. As the room began to crystallize around him he found that he 
was in a prison cell of a particularly drab and damp variety. He looked to 
each corner in turn. There was no chair, bed, or any other comfort in the 
cell, only three gray concrete walls and a line of black metal bars facing 
directly ahead of him. All that was visible beyond the bars were two huge 
metal pipes against the near wall, probably for venting. The rest of the area 
was dark and shrouded in a thick mist, illuminated only by the light of his 
cell. Dane surmised that he was deep within the bowels of the mammoth 
Starliner, near the hyperdrive coolant cells which would account for the 
humidity in the air. 

The cell appeared to have been manufactured in a makeshift manner 
long after the original commissioning of the vessel, and was obviously not 
part of any standard Imperial security facilities. A single light panel that 
had been crudely bolted to the ceiling was the only light source. The users 
of these dubious facilities definitely operated outside of normal Imperial 
channels and clearly had no intent of losing their captive. Then Dane 
remembered the uniforms his abductors had worn: 

PKI. 

That thought was enough to prompt him to action. He took three deep 
cleansing breaths and then slowly rose to his feet. He steadied himself 
against the back wall with one hand as he put the other to his aching rib 
cage, still sore from the impact of the stungun. He rubbed at his ribs 
absently as he replayed the abduction in his mind. The intruders had 
entered the room through secret doors in the closet. They were obviously 
well prepared. They knew when and where they were going to take us... 

“Calinda,” he said her name aloud, taking a step away from the wall and 
towards the bars. His last memory was of her being cut down by the 
blinding flash of a stungun. He searched through the thick white mist, 


trying locate her, but the ambient light from his own cell reflected off of the 
mist and he could see no more than a meter from the bars. Calling out to 
her was simply too risky in his current plight. 

Dane circled away from the bars as his thoughts turned to his female 
companion. Her attitude had been oddly antagonistic during dinner, and she 
had said insulting things about his family, but the evening had ended 
sweetly between them. Dane mulled this over, pacing around the cell, 
suddenly oblivious to his surroundings and his predicament. The next 
thought fully thundered unabated into his consciousness; could she be 
working for the PKI? 

Before these thoughts had a chance to grow further he found himself 
spinning around towards the bars, military training kicking in automatically, 
his attention drawn to sounds coming from the darkness. 

Footsteps. 

Dane surveyed the bleak cell again for any means of defending himself. 
Finding none, he went to the near corner of the cell and closed his eyes, 
listening intently to the footsteps as they approached, trying to discern the 
number of people and their distance from him. He concluded that there 
were three separate and distinctive pairs of feet, approaching from ten 
meters or so, directly in front of his cell. He crouched defensively, the 
tension growing within him as the footsteps came deliberately, then 
stopped. After a moment of silence, a familiar voice pierced the darkness. 

“Come, come, Sire Cochrane. No need to be so apprehensive. I assure 
you no harm will come to you while you are in that cell,” Dane opened his 
eyes and saw Arimel, the supposed maitre d’, standing a few meters outside 
the bars with two other men a step behind him. The two men held coil 
pistols, leveled and aimed at Dane. Arimel’s weapon was confidently 
holstered at his hip, and all three wore the public uniform of the PKI; black 
tunic with gold inlaid eye crest at the breast. Dane’s own dinner clothes 
were now ripped in several places with stains and a large burn mark across 
the chest, compliments of the stungun. Arimel stood facing Dane a few 
meters from the cell bars, hands clasped behind his back and a very 
annoying smile on his face. 

Dane straightened himself to full posture, tugging his tunic at the waist 
and pulling his shirt sleeves properly through the jacket arms. Then he 
stepped forward, seeking to close the distance between them, asserting his 
royal rank over the commoner as much as possible from behind the cell 


bars. As he got closer to Arimel the he sensed the tingle of a low-energy 
stun field emanating from the bars. He stopped only be centimeters from 
the stun field and looked down on the smaller PKI man. He spoke plainly 
and without emotion. 

“Arimel, why am I in this cell? Do you have any idea what will become 
of you when word gets out of the unlawful detention of a royal heir?” He 
took another half step, as close as he dared go to the stunfield, to add 
emphasis. “I demand you release me immediately,” he said flatly. 

Arimel let out an affected sigh. “Oh dear, I was afraid you’d ask that.” 
He stepped forward into the light of Dane’s cell, a clear challenge to the 
young royal. “I am sorry that I can’t grant your request, Sire,” he 
continued. “I would so like to help you, but I do have my orders.” 

Dane paused for a moment before responding, gathering his thoughts 
and emotions. He needed more information. 

“What orders, Arimel?” 

The response came quick and thick with sarcasm. “I’m afraid that part 
of my orders are that I can’t tell you what my orders are. I am truly sorry,” 
he smiled at Dane, looking much like the put-out civil servant he had so 
effectively pretended to be. Dane decided to change tactics. 

“Arimel, I am the heir to the Directorship of Quantar. The Cochrane’s 
are well known as friends of the Emperor. Surely this is a 
misunderstanding.” 

Arimel cocked his head to one side. “I am aware of your very fine 
breeding, Sire. But I’m afraid my orders were quite specific and they really 
leave no room for, ah, ‘misunderstanding’.” 

Dane clenched his fists in frustration and his voice grew staccato and 
unstable with stress. “Damn it, you impudent cuss, just tell me what you 
want!” 

“Oh, shut up!” The sharp voice came through the mist from Dane’s 
right. He turned his head and was surprised to see an adjoining cell 
containing the lovely figure and angry face of his former dinner companion, 
the Lady Calinda. She was still in her formal dinner gown, although it 
looked more than a bit rough for wear. 

Dane’s protective instincts, drilled into him through countless sessions 
of court etiquette at the academy, kicked in immediately upon seeing her 
again and his first thought was of her welfare. “Lady Calinda, have they 
harmed you?,” he shouted out. Her voice was resigned in response. 


“Oh, just shut up,” she turned away from him in resignation. 

Dane was confused. “Lady, what did you say?” 

“I said shut up, you ignoramus!” she shouted, turning back on him with 
sudden venom. Her words stung him worse than the stun gun had. 

“I don’t understand,” he said, returning his attention to Arimel. 

“No, of course you don’t,” Arimel smiled the snake-smile. “This young 
woman you know as Lady Calinda was merely deceiving you, which isn’t 
too difficult judging from your obvious lack of intelligence. I wonder, Lady 
Calinda, if you would be so kind as to tell us who you really are?” 

She remained silent. 

“Ah, well, what a shame that you’ ll die a mystery, then.” His voice 
took on a gloating tone. “Perhaps Sire Cochrane would be interested to 
know that the real Lady Calinda is alive and well on Beta Sorel this very 
instant. Whoever this imposter is, it is certain her death will not be widely 
reported. Except, perhaps, amongst her fellow assassins.” 

Dane was incredulous. “Assassins?” 

Arimel continued to smile at him. “Oh yes. We found a poison lance 
under her fingernail. It appears she intended to use it on you.” 

“Me?” He took a step towards her cell. “Why?” 

She locked eyes with him yet again. “Because of your father, and your 
detestable family,” she said, not bothering to hide the disgust of him in her 
voice. “Because of murder, torture, and atrocities against the people of 
Quantar. Because of an oppression the likes of which have not been seen 
on a civilized world in centuries!” 

Dane considered her words. “You’re one of the rebels,” he said evenly, 
regaining some composure. 

“No!” she challenged. “I am a freedom fighter!” She gestured towards 
the PKI men. “My only regret in trying to end your miserable life is that 
these scum will get the pleasure of killing you instead!” 

Dane looked to Arimel, who was obviously enjoying the exchange. 
Unfortunately the Imperial agent was now the only source of information 
Dane had, and he couldn’t let him get away without asking the critical 
question. 

“So tell me, Arimel, what does the Police Konstabulars Imperialus have 
to do with all this?” 

Arimel took a step closer to Dane’s cell, eyes steel cold. “You will 
never know. You’ll die as you’ve lived your petty life, Cochrane, in utter 


ignorance. And were it not for my damnable orders, I would reach in 
through these bars and choke your pointless life away myself.” 

Dane hesitated only a moment before responding, probing his captor’s 
level of discipline. “You’ll find that difficult to do through an active 
stunfield.” The barb had its desired effect as Arimel snapped back at Dane, 
angry with being shown up in front of his men. 

“We will dispense with that currently,” Arimel replied. Before Dane 
could respond the deck beneath him began to vibrate violently and he fell to 
his knees until it stopped. He rose slowly, taking care as he steadied 
himself against the wall with one hand. The deck rolled a second time 
beneath him. This time a sound - like distant thunder — followed. 

“Get your pistols out!” shouted Arimel. “We’ll kill them now!” Dane 
shot into action without thinking, rolling into the far corner of the cell and 
rising to a defensive crouch. He ran his hands over his tunic, looking for 
anything that he might use as a weapon. He felt the prick of his prized 
valedictorian pin and snapped it from his uniform, scraping it against the 
rough wall of the cell. After a few short strokes it made a satisfyingly sharp 
edge. He palmed the pin as Arimel and his men spread out to execute their 
leader’s orders. 

One of the PKI agents went toward Dane’s cell to deactivate the 
stunfield, the second to Calinda’s cell for the same purpose. All three held 
their coil pistols at the ready. Arimel was visibly apprehensive. 

“Set the field for wide dispersal. I don’t want you to miss them,” 
shouted Arimel. The deck vibrated again, stronger. The underling nearest 
Dane turned to his master in protest. ”’We can’t guarantee complete 
incineration with a wide field dispersal!” he said. 

“I don’t care! We’ll get rid of the bodies later. Just kill them now!” He 
waved a hand to signal his men to deactivate both stun fields 
simultaneously. Ata silent count of three the stun field in his cell, both 
prison and protection, went dead. 

The agent stepped up and leveled his coil pistol directly at Dane, 
adjusting the dispersal range via a knob on the handle. In a moment of 
frozen time, Dane looked firmly down the metal barrel of his own 
extinction. His breath came sharp and cutting in his chest as adrenaline 
coursed through him. Every muscle in his body tensed. Primal survival 
instincts were in play now, combined with five years worth of intensive 
military training. 


The operative set his weapon and took aim a final time. 

“Fire!” 

In an instant of decisiveness, milliseconds before the flash, Dane sprung 
from the corner in a low controlled tumble, shooting diagonally away from 
the gun as the burning red flame of the coil pistol filled the cell with light. 
He felt the heat of the laser singe his back as he rolled up to his haunches 
near the other end of his cell. Half the cell bars had been burned away in an 
instant. 

Clean miss. 

“Tdiot!” screamed Arimel. He shoved his deputy to the floor and aimed 
his pistol at Dane in increasing desperation as the room shook with the 
heavy rattle of what Dane now perceived could only be explosives. The 
third PKI man stood in front of Calinda’s cell, frozen in place by the fury of 
confusion around him. Arimel fumbled with his pistol, trying to set the 
charge for maximum. As the decrepit man raised his weapon to aim it, 
Dane fingered the sharp edged pin hidden in the palm of his hand. He took 
his chance. 

“Arimel!” he shouted, in the same moment flinging the valedictorian 
pin through the open bars. The flying blade stayed true as it flashed 
through the ionized air, light glinting off sharp golden edges. Arimel 
looked up just as it scraped across his open left eye, ripping tender flesh as 
it went, blood spurting from the wound. Arimel let out a feminine shriek 
and clutched at his eye, dropping his pistol. The third underling broke from 
his position facing Calinda to rush to his master’s aid. 

Dane had but precious seconds to enjoy his success. The far wall in 
front of his cell exploded in a cascade of broken stonework and concrete. 
He hit the cell floor instinctively at the sound of the explosion. 

A dark figure emerged from a sizeable new hole in the wall. Two quick 
flashes of seething light from a coil pistol and the PKI were cut down, dead 
before they hit the floor. In nearly the same motion the man threw a silver 
cylinder down hard onto the floor. The object burst into light as an 
incendiary fuse lit and smoke poured out, engulfing Arimel in a rising cloud 
of yellow vapor. He stumbled and fell to the ground without a word of 
protest. 

Stungas! 

Dane held his hand over his mouth and nose as he retreated away from 
the cloud, buying precious seconds as the vapor spread rapidly to fill his 


cell. He looked up and saw Calinda slouched on the floor of her cell, 
unconscious. Despite his efforts his lungs began to fill, burning like sulfur 
as he coughed sharply, letting more of the crippling gas in. He fell onto his 
back, his whole body going numb from the inside out. With his last ounce 
of strength he willed his eyes to stay open long enough to see a dark figure 
looming over him, coil pistol steaming in the mist, the face partially 
covered by a gas mask but still recognizable. 

The face of Dr. Christian Rijkard. 
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4. ABOARD THE OUTRIGGER 
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r. Christian Rijkard manipulated the outrigger controls with 
D consummate skill. He ran the middle finger of his right hand over 
the heat-sensitive navigation pad as he rotated the axis lever in his left, 
willing the ship through the asteroid field with little concern for the 
apparent danger lurking just outside the plastisteel windows. A subtle 
touch here, a gentle nudge on the lever there and the swift ship darted from 
point-to-point at his whim. 

Occasionally he glanced up at the wireframe images that supposedly 
held the outrigger’s true safety in its virtual display, only to sniff quietly at 
what he instinctively knew already and then return his attention to the 
transparent window before him. He much preferred flying this way. His 
own skills were far better than those of the auto pilot, and he could navigate 
any asteroid field faster than the specs said was possible. This field was 
denser than most. All the better to scramble tracer signals and leave their 
angry pursuers far behind. 

After another hour had passed like spare minutes to the man, he gently 
released the controls and clicked on the auto pilot, its quiet hum the first 
sign of mechanized control the ship had displayed in the nearly six hours 
since their hasty departure from the holding bay of the Starliner Vixis. 
Rijkard swiveled his chair on the pilots deck to face the empty cabin. It 
was devoid of any chairs or features of comfort save the coffin of blue 
metal that held the body of Sire Dane Cochrane in stasis. 

Rijkard switched off the restrictor plates that held the cabin rear door 
locked and sealed, indicating to his companion that the danger of distraction 
was past. They were now safe enough to allow the auto pilot to navigate 
them and their precious cargo to their illegally established jump point. Just 
an hour more and they would be safely through the hyper-dimensional 
vortex and back in the friendly confines of home space, then but a few more 
hours to traverse and once again they would find themselves secure behind 
the Defensive Shield. 


Rijkard stretched and rubbed at a clenched muscle in his left bicep as he 
walked to the rear of the cabin, than snapped his arm forward in a flash, like 
a warrior’s killing blow. He felt the muscle release as if on command. He 
rubbed at it once again as the access door to the sleeping berths slid open at 
his approach. 

He glanced at the blue sarcophagus holding Sire Dane Cochrane in 
Stasis as he passed. He paused to bend over the control panel displaying 
Dane’s vital signs, checking the relays for optimum performance. Once 
satisfied he sniffed again and crossed the threshold to the rear cabin. Twin 
sets of bunk beds lined either side of the tiny room. A single door led to the 
open bathroom, small sink, toilet, and a vacuum shower visible just 
beyond. A second door to his left, closed tight, led to the cargo hold. 

Rijkard turned as the sound of a woman moaning softly came from the 
lower bunk to his right. She lay on the bed with a small skin bandage on 
her left forearm, the opposite hand held to her head. Rijkard allowed 
himself a small smile. 

“Colonel Noiman, who gave you permission to lie down on duty?” 

“None asked for,” she replied, rubbing her temples now with both hands 
as she sat up. “I can’t imagine what this would feel like without the 
immunity pill.” 

Rijkard sat next to her and took her hands in his, as a father might to a 
daughter. She closed her eyes against the pounding in her head. “You 
should rest more,” he said. She shook her head. “Plenty of time for that 
back home. Now I have work to do,” she stood unsteadily, gathering her 
tattered evening gown as she went directly to the stasis box holding Dane. 
Rijkard followed. 

“And how is our prize?” she asked. Rijkard decided to humor her for 
the moment. 

“He sleeps like the dead. The Lady Calinda was extremely helpful in 
his capture. Excepting of course for the minor sidetrack with those PKI 
vermin,” he said. She smiled a bit at this, then held onto the stasis box for 
support as she spoke. 

“The Lady Calinda will not be needed again, thankfully, nor her 
outrageous gown. Time we put her to rest for good, I think.” 

“Rest is not bad advice for the Colonel either,” he said. She smiled 
back at him, her eyes narrowing as if she might pass out. Rijkard moved to 
her side. She gripped his black tunic for support. 


“I want to see him,” Rijkard sighed in resignation but said nothing, his 
hands keying in the code to slide open the viewing glass. She leaned close 
over the box, glaring in at their prisoner floating in near-death, Dane’s face 
white as a ghost. 

“He looks dead.” 

“He’s not.” 

“Well, if I have my way that will soon be rectified,” With a quickness 
that belied her condition she grabbed a coil pistol from the armory on the 
near wall and powered it up, releasing the safety. Stepping back from the 
box she pointed the pistol at Dane’s head. 

“Axel,” said Rijkard in a soft but even tone, “I don’t think General 
Tannace will be happy about any unnecessary killing.” 

“T am not concerned about Tannace. They took my sister from me. I 
will take the pleasure of killing Cochrane.” 

He moved a step closer to her as she held the pistol less and less 
steadily. 

“Axel, we agreed on this. The General wants him brought back to the 
Sanctuary. Then you can execute him, after the public trial, if that’s your 
wish. Pll see to it personally,” She looked at him again, eyes glazing over. 

“You will?” 

“I promise.” 

She shook her head slowly. “No, he has to die now. For Aria.” Rijkard 
spoke to her slowly and evenly. 

“He will be tried for his family’s crimes.” 

She shook her head again. “I will kill him myself. Here. Now,” her 
hand wavered, index finger poised on the firing trigger. 

“Axel! No!” Rijkard reached out and grabbed the gun from her hand in 
a flash of motion. “This is too much! We are in danger here and we must 
get through the jump point before the Vixis finds us.” 

She looked at him through half open eyelids as he holstered the pistol 
and swung a supporting hand around her waist. “We go home then?” she 
asked, her rage dissipating. His manner became gentle again. The stungas 
undoubtedly was still influencing her. 

“No, not home, not Quantar yet. We go to the Sanctuary.” 

“The Sanctuary?” she questioned weakly as Rijkard led her by the arm 
back toward the sleeping berth. 


“Yes,” he said softly as she lay back down, her eyes already closing. 
“We go to Earth.” 

Then he shut down the cabin lights, and turned quietly back to his 
pilot’s nest. 
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5. ON THE PLANET QUANTAR 
wy 


he lone figure stood rigid on the high balcony, breath burning in the 
T frozen air. Ungloved hands gripped the ancient stone railing as he 
looked down upon the dim city that lay below. A harsh wind cut at him, 
rippling his cloak as it poured unfettered off the glacial mountains that 
towered over the palace. The man turned his attention briefly from the city 
at the sound of hollow whistles in the distance. Another storm was coming 
from the north. Briefly the winter sun reflected bright orange against the 
glistening stone of a nearby parapet. He narrowed his gaze, as if forcing the 
heat and light away by sheer force of will. On cue the day’s last bit of 
warmth faded, retreating from the coming snow and the harsh stare of the 
massive palace’s master. Presently he returned his attention to the object of 
his initial interest. 

KendalFalk, capitol city of Quantar’s northern continent, lay tired and 
dwindling on the fading horizon, the driving snow of deep winter all but 
blotting the city from view. A few sparse lights burned here and there 
through the grimness, a sign that the few who remained still struggled to 
stay alive, searching for any source of life-saving heat. 

But all the fires had gone out in KendalFalk. 

Lanterns glowed from the scattered outposts of troops strung out along 
the road to the city. The men at those outposts guarded the city with their 
lives. Not from any threat from outside, but rather to keep the people inside 
locked in and controlled, and to keep the man watching them from 
exercising his wrath if they didn’t. 

Towards those people, once his subjects, the man felt a combination of 
pity and contempt. They could never see what he saw, never understand the 
beauty of his masterwork. To them, life was merely a daily struggle for 
survival. To him, the city represented his greatest aspirations, and the 
struggle of its dying citizens merely served as proof of the correctness of his 
way. 


A second gust much stronger than the first swirled across the valley and 
up to the balcony, stinging his face with crystals of frozen water. The wind 
caught his black hair and whipped the vapor of his escaping breath back 
towards the open metal doors behind him. He clenched his fists, more 
determined now than ever to finish his work and bring a final conclusion to 
this long and grating chapter of his life. 

He turned abruptly to re-enter the palace, flowing cloak trailing in the 
wind, giving up his observations for another day. He passed through as the 
automated balcony doors slammed shut behind him, their cold metal 
mocking the winter night as it descended. 

And once more darkness fell upon the valley. 
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THE MAN IN THE IMPERIAL Commandant’s uniform shifted 
uncomfortably from side to side, sniffed once and then coughed. The cold 
winter air had parched his throat again. The tall man coming in from the 
balcony, his Lord, Master, and Commander, whipped the cloak off his 
shoulders as he entered the study and dropped it thoughtlessly on the floor, 
then sat down behind his working desk in an enormous beaded leather chair. 

The study was mostly made of wood, dark and ornate, almost too much 
so. Hunting trophies hung on the walls, wild quarterboar heads and oxen, 
even a bear-like animal that the Commandant failed to recognize. The 
implements of the hunt were displayed above each kill, ivory-handled 
ordinance rifles on one wall, night tracking coil rifles on another, and far 
too much personal armor to be believable. The study had once belonged to 
Nathan Cochrane, former Director of Quantar, its garish styling a remnant 
of a time when these quarters had served more civilized company. Now it 
was possessed by his eldest son and de facto heir. Nathan Cochrane would 
have been unhappy with the amount of dust and dishevelment that his son 
had allowed in this place, were he in a position to contemplate such things. 
After a moment of silent respect the Commandant turned his attention to his 
commander. 

He sat casually, almost slouching, arms on the desk and fingers touching 
in a steeple in front of him. The only light came from a single desk lamp 
and an overworked fixture hanging at the far end of the room. The black 
eyes of Prince Arin, Regent of the Chair of Quantar, peered out from a tight 
white face, eyes looking as though they could bore a hole right through the 


Commandant. He opened his mouth to speak, for all the worlds looking as 
if he would crack his visage like splintering ice. 

“Why are you here, Tal?” he demanded. The Commandant held up a 
plasma tablet in his right hand. 

“Dispatches, my Lord. From the Vixis.” 

This piqued the Prince’s interest. “News of my brother at last?” 

Tal pulled the tablet closer. “Yes, news, my Lord. Not all of it good 
I’m afraid.” The Prince Regent sighed. 

“Tell me your news Tal, before I grow bored with you again.” 

“Tt’s encrypted. Shall I decode it myself, Lord?” 

Arin lost patience, sensing Tal was deliberately delaying. “No. PI do 
it,” he sat forward and extended his hand towards the officer, making clear 
in the motion that it was a command. Tal nodded assent and handed over 
the tablet. Arin ran his fingers along the seal, allowing the unit to read his 
body temperature and analyze his genetic code. It beeped affirmative after 
a moment more, then began to display encrypted code, green text on a black 
background which swiftly transformed itself into Standard. Arin read as Tal 
watched from a few feet in front of the desk, holding firmly at attention. 
After a moment Arin threw the tablet down onto the desk with a loud clack. 

“The PKI have failed. Arimel has failed.” Tal nodded once in response 
before speaking. 

“The pursuing ships lost the outrigger in a nearby field of dense-core 
planetesimals. They never recovered the signal.” 

“I did read the report, Tal.” 

Tal correctly read impatience in his master’s tone. The Commandant’s 
boots snapped together. “Sire!” 

“And now I must tell Bennis there is a complication.” 

“Yes Sire.” 

“T don’t much care for my predicament.” 

“No Sire.” 

“And Pll bet you’re exceedingly glad you are not in my position?” 

“T have no ambitions to rule Quantar, Lord.” Arin snorted his disdainful 
response. 

“Tal, you would stab me in the back with poison in a moment if Bennis 
offered you the Regency of this rock I was born on. Then my family curse 
would pass to you,” Tal bowed his head slightly in obeisance. 


“I would think by now my loyalty to you would be unquestioned, 
Lord.” Arin turned his black eyes on his second. 

“T seek loyalty from no one, Tal. Merely obedience.” 

“Yes Lord.” 

“Still,” the Regent stood and picked up the report a second time. “You 
do have your uses. What did the patrols deliver today?” Tal noted the 
change of subject and swiftly stepped into his role as chief adjutant. 

“Twelve prisoners, my Lord, two female. They were most pliable to our 
methods. I’ve had one prepared for the Governor, per his wishes. I saved 
the second for you.” 

Arin looked up sharply from the report. “That won’t be necessary. I 
have my needs more than adequately met at the moment. Give her to the 
guards who captured her.” He began scanning the report again, sliding 
quickly through the lines of data. 

“As you wish, Lord,” Arin turned off the tablet and set it on the desk, 
then sat down again in his chair leaving Tal to maintain attention. They 
stayed this way in silence for several moments before Arin spoke again. 

“My brother lives, Tal. As long as he does your people’s occupation of 
this world and my desire to rule it cannot be fulfilled. He must die.” Tal 
merely nodded at the casual coldness with which Arin contemplated the 
death of his sibling. “I noted in the intelligence that one of the prisoners 
gave information on a resistance cell quartered at the Sanctuary. Do you 
find this information reliable, Tal?” 

“Not entirely, Lord. But it might explain why we cannot find the central 
resistance base amongst the outer mining colonies. If they were based in 
another system it would have to be a neutral, no Kallaket family would risk 
the Emperor’s fist coming down on their heads for the sake of a backwater 
rebellion against a legitimate government.” 

Arin smiled coldly. “The Sanctuary is officially neutral, but apparently 
not above subterfuge against the Emperor’s Regent here on Quantar. So, 
we have harboring traitors against the Empire. Treasonous acts committed 
by a planet which supposedly protects the downtrodden of the Imperium. I 
would say that makes for a fine case of intervention of a Sovereign against 
a seditious enemy. We will move against them in the name of the 
Emperor.” 

Tal looked at his commander in astonishment. “You’re not proposing 
we attack the Sanctuary?” 


“T propose nothing. I merely state the facts of the situation. I’m sure 
the good Governor Bennis will not hesitate to embrace the Emperor and 
defend his interests against such an enemy.” 

Tal sensed the deep thought and planning that Arin had gone through to 
prepare for just this situation. His spy network had obviously grown 
substantially in the intervening years since he was placed in the Regency by 
the Governor. He found new respect for the Prince Regent, and made a 
note of caution to review the loyalty of his own network. He would have 
had to tend to that business soon enough anyway. Tal quickly reassessed 
the situation and decided to take the conversation in a direction of his own 
interest to try and learn more about Arin’s depth of knowledge. 

“And what of the Kallaket, Lord? Will they stand by while their last 
and only route of escape from Imperial justice is scored by the Fleet?” 

“The Kallaket?” Arin waved at the air in disdain. “A den of fat and 
greedy fools. They are all corrupt now, looking to their own interests. 
Even the family’s on the Board know the Sanctuary has become a 
nuisance. Oh, they will cry out loudly on the floor of the Chamber but 
privately they will be glad to be rid of it and all the dissidents it harbors.” 

Whatever the plan, it was clearly well thought out and had been in work 
for some time. Tal pushed on. “And the Defensive Shield? May I remind 
the Regent that no ship has ever penetrated it.” 

Arin’s smile began to twist into a sneer, as if he had anticipated every 
question. “The Shield has never been attacked by a Starliner before.” 

Tal inclined his head, open admiration for his younger adversary now 
obvious in his features. “The Vixis? Not the Fleet?” Tal knew Arin was 
popular amongst the Governor’s occupying navy, but if he had allies who 
could place him on the bridge of Bennis’s personal Starliner, he was far 
more powerful than Tal had previously suspected. He tried to dampen 
Arin’s mood. “I don’t believe Governor Bennis will allow that,” he warned. 

“He is of no matter,” Arin stood now and straightened his uniform, 
confident and ready. Tal tried once again to stave off a potential 
confrontation. 

“I would not underestimate him, Lord Regent.” 

Arin snapped around to face Tal, towering over the Commandant and 
freeing a rage speculated about but rarely seen by his close associates. 
“You do not have the ability to underestimate him!” he roared. Tal stepped 
back instinctively from what seemed a very real threat to his person and 





bowed his head nervously in apology. Arin stepped back and replaced his 
rage with a controlled composure that was as equally frightening as the 
outburst. His voice was quieter but still firm. 

“The Governor will be forced to acquiesce to my plan to defend his 
reputation, and that of the Emperor. After all, the Royal name has been 
stained with treachery, and that treachery’s home is Earth,” Tal let out an 
audible sigh of stress which the Regent clearly enjoyed hearing. He paused 
only for a moment before continuing the monologue to its logical 
conclusion. 

“My brother must die, Tal, that much is certain. It is my intention to 
take the Vixis to Earth and destroy the Sanctuary and my brother, and the 
rebels they harbor, because it is my pleasure to do so,” Then Arin leaned 
forward, close to Tal’s face, a snake-smile creeping across his features. 

“For the sport of it!” 
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6. AT THE EARTH SANCTUARY 
ny 


he light above Dane’s head came from a hole in the roof. A thin wisp 
T of white clouds progressed gently across vivid blue sky as he 
watched, lying on his back. He blocked out conscious reflection of his 
situation for the slightest of moments, feeling the comfort of cool, soft 
ground beneath him, the scent of wet grass or hay completing his newest 
tableau. 

His moment of bliss passed too quickly and reluctantly he raised 
himself up on his elbows, then instantly regretted it. The pounding in his 
head made him feel like someone had been using it as an anvil for several 
days. He sat up fully and rubbed at his temples to ease the pain. 

“Good, you’re awake. Here, take this,” Dane was startled by the gruff 
voice and turned his head towards the source. A large red-bearded man in a 
plain black uniform sat atop a stack of hay, just beyond the bars of Dane’s 
latest prison cell. He held an Imperial coil pistol casually leveled at Dane. 
The uniform he wore had no sign of rank or insignia of any kind. It only 
took a moment for Dane to analyze his prison guard. 

Mercenary, he thought. 

The man had tossed a red pill through the bars that had stopped rolling 
across the dirt floor near Dane’s feet. “Take it,” he said again, “It’1] make 
you feel better in a hurry.” 

“Ts it poisoned?” said Dane, only half joking. The man shook his head. 

“Nah, they could’ve killed you a hundred times already if they’d 
wanted. It’s an immunity pill, help you recover from the stungas hangover. 
Guess they want you in good shape before they crucify you,” then he 
laughed rough and brittle. 

Dane pushed himself slowly across the floor, then went to hands and 
knees to pick up the pill. He contemplated it for a moment and then dry 
swallowed it. After only a few seconds his body began to react. The pill 
cleared his head of the hangover quickly, like a fog burning off on a sunny 


day. After a few minutes he went up to his knees, half expecting the pain to 
return. To his surprise it didn’t. 

“That works fast,” said Dane. The man nodded without a word. Dane 
rose to his feet at last and stretched, letting the blood flow back into his 
limbs. As he did so he surveyed his situation. The roof and its makeshift 
skylight was a good twenty meters above where he had been lying on his 
back. He was in what was clearly a very old building made of some pre- 
Empire material, possibly even natural wood. His best guess was that his 
“cell” was actually a converted animal shelter of some kind, perhaps a horse 
stable or some similar structure. The bars went up well above his head, and 
he was fenced in on three sides by solid looking wooden walls. There was 
nothing to grab onto to scale the walls, and the bars were no doubt defended 
by a stunfield. His survey didn’t go unnoticed by his companion. 

“Don’t think of escaping, royal. There’s more here than meets the eye,” 
the casual appearance vanished as the big man stood and held his weapon 
more stridently. Dane ended his stretching and surveyed his captor. He had 
the look of years about him, full biceps, bent nose, unkempt hair. As large 
as he was, well over 2 meters, his body was stocky and solid. Every 
motion, no matter how slight, was filled with an inherent power and 
physical strength. He didn’t look like the kind of man who could be easily 
deceived into giving away information he didn’t want to. Dane decided to 
take the direct approach. 

“Where am I ?” he asked. 

“Hummph,” the man grunted and looked away. 

“You won’t talk?” said Dane. 

“Plenty more coming for that, royal,” said the man, nodding his head 
toward a path that led away from Dane’s cell. Dane heard the sound of 
multiple sets of boots crunching along the path towards him. 

A tall man with straight black hair jutting out of a navy blue Quantar 
officer’s cap came up to the cell with a detachment of rifle-toting guards on 
either side of him. He nodded to the mercenary, who took two steps back, 
then turned to look at Dane. Dane placed his hands behind his back and 
stood tall, facing the man and his guards in the remnants of his dinner tunic 
and pants. He was determined not to lose his dignity regardless of the 
circumstances he had been placed in. He wondered absently how long ago 
the dinner aboard the Starliner had actually been. 


The man looked to be a few years older than Dane’s twenty-six standard 
years. He wore the uniform of the Quantar Guard, rank of General, 
although he was obviously too young to have attained the post via the usual 
service advancement. With nothing to lose given his present circumstances, 
Dane chose to take the offensive and confront his captors in an annoyed 
tone of voice. 

“Why am I here?” he snapped. 

The man stood rigid in front of Dane’s cell, staring at him with 
unwavering solid blue eyes that initially conveyed nothing. Dane stared 
back, using his training to assess his adversary, looking his uniform up and 
down and trying to show as much distaste on his face as he could manage. 
This had the desired effect as the man glared back at Dane with a rising 
crimson flush to his face that he seemed barely able to control. This went 
on for several seconds and when it looked as if the General might burst 
from anger he turned abruptly and snapped orders at the mercenary. 

“Leave us, now!” 

The guard protested. “But I’m supposed to watch ‘im!” 

“Now!” This time the words were shouted in red-faced rage. 

“But you got no weapon!” 

Dane observed this exchange closely. Anger that deeply held can lead 
to mistakes. And with mistakes come opportunities, he thought. 

The General regained some composure as he responded. “The stun 
field will hold him more than adequately. Pll call you if I need you. Now 
go!” He waved off his detachment of guards as well as the mercenary, who 
reluctantly departed. Dane had no doubt they’d be available on a moments 
notice. 

As the guards retreated Dane heard another set of footsteps slowly 
approaching. A second officer came and took up position next to the 
General, then turned to face Dane. He recognized the officer as someone he 
was already intimately familiar with, or nearly so. The dress of an imperial 
lady had been replaced with a form-fitting Quantar Colonel’s uniform and 
cap, but there was no mistaking the striking beauty of the woman he had 
known aboard the Vixis as the Lady Calinda. 

Dane debated this turn of circumstances. She had been plain aboard the 
Starliner that she was part of a rebel group against his father’s rule on 
Quantar. Clearly he had now fallen into this rebel group’s hands and was at 
their mercy. It didn’t explain the PKI agents desire to also see him killed. 





He decided that mystery would have to wait until he had solved the present 
one. One set of cutthroats at a time, he thought. Dane chose to ignore 
Calinda for the time being and concentrate on the ‘General’ as the highest 
ranking officer and the most likely to reveal information of consequence 
beyond what Calinda had already told him. 

He stepped forward and glared at the General. “I asked you a question,” 
he said, narrowing his eyes to convey his impatience with his 
circumstances. “Why am I here, in this cell?” Both of them held their 
silence, stone faced. Dane’s military training had included a variety of 
psychological tactics and he chose to employ some of them now, turning his 
attention quickly to the woman he had known as Lady Calinda. She held 
his gaze evenly, not wavering, her arms held firmly at attention. Time to 
raise the wager, he thought. Dane allowed his eyes to roam, openly 
admiring her feminine form and letting his pleasure show clearly on his 
face. 

“I had forgotten how beautiful you are,” he said. “Perhaps we’ll soon 
have an opportunity to renew our acquaintance, as on the Vixis. You were a 
delight to be with,” he taunted her, but she remained impassive. 
Nonetheless his tactics had the desired emotional effect upon the General, 
who was turning a deep red once again. He has feelings for her, thought 
Dane, then deposited the information for future use and once again raised 
the psychological stakes. 

“Have you had the pleasure, General?” The General stepped towards 
Dane, seething. 

“Cochrane!” he nearly spat the word in rage. Calinda’s hand on his arm 
calmed him. 

“This one is not worth it, General,” she said. “Trust me, the only thing 
of consequence that passed between us was his arrogance and my desire to 
kill him. The only thing,” she added this last for emphasis. 

The General calmed himself and stepped back again, then began: “I am 
General Devin Tannace of the Quantar Free Guard. You are here to stand 
trial for your crimes and for those of your family. You will be found guilty 
and put to death for them,” the tone was matter-of-fact. 

Dane’s response was quick and even. “I have committed no crime. 
And what the Hell is the Quantar Free Guard?” 

Tannace ignored Dane’s second question and addressed the first. “Your 
family’s crimes are well documented. You will be executed for them.” 





At this, Dane placed his hand on his chin and paced thoughtfully around 
the straw-laden cell as if contemplating some great quandary. After a few 
moments he stopped and addressed his captors. 

“T have spent the last five years of my life at the Imperial capitol on 
Corant, attending the Director’s Academy. Neither I nor my family have 
been charged with such crimes by the Empire. By what authority do you 
make these charges?” 

Engaged now, Tannace was quick with his response. “The Quantar 
Planetary Code and the Union of Stellar Republics Convention of 2772 C.E. 
are our authority.” 

Dane nodded. “The Quantar code I am familiar with, since my family 
wrote it. The U.S.R. code was abolished along with the Union in 2638. It 
no longer applies.” 

Again Tannace was ready. “It applies here,” he said, gesturing with 
both hands open for emphasis. 

At last we’re getting somewhere, thought Dane. He stepped up to the 
bars to ask the big question. “And where, exactly, is ‘here’?” 

“Earth.” 

“Earth? The Sanctuary?” Dane took an involuntary step back in 
genuine surprise, unable to contain his astonishment at this turn of events. 
He gathered his legal knowledge, which was not that extensive, from his 
recent education. The Sanctuary existed at the behest of the Kallaket, as a 
place of last refuge from the political abuses of the Imperial system. A 
citizen charged with a political crime could apply for asylum on Earth, and 
if accepted for sanctuary he or she could escape the confines of Imperial 
punishment. But once Sanctuary was officially given an Imperial citizen 
could never return to their former life without first serving out their full 
sentence in an Imperial prison. The Kallaket families used the Sanctuary as 
a dumping ground for a host of undesirables, confident that most would 
never risk returning. The laws of the Sanctuary were unique unto 
themselves, and Dane would have no protection from their use, or their 
abuse. 

Dane’s reaction brought a smile to Tannace’s face. He stepped closer to 
the bars, placing himself between Dane and the Colonel. 

“As a student of the Empire, I’m sure that you know that the old U.S.R. 
codes were never abolished here. They remain in effect today, and you will 
be so charged,” Tannace did not bother to hide his pleasure as the reality of 


the situation sank into Dane. I am a prisoner outside of the protection 
Kallaket law. He felt a hard knot of anxiety growing in his stomach. He 
recovered as best he could manage. 

“Even the Earth Sanctuary must have laws which protect the rights of 
the accused.” 

“We do. You are entitled to a fair hearing-“ 

“Which will no doubt clear my name, and my family’s,” Dane’s 
interruption brought out the anger in Tannace again. 

“As I was saying, you will get a fair hearing, you may choose a 
defender from among the Sanctuary populace-” 

“Anyone?” Dane interrupted again, trying to take the initiative away 
from his opponent. This time Tannace shouted back at him. 

“Yes, anyone!” the Colonel’s hand on his back calmed him again. “It 
will be of little matter, Cochrane. The evidence against you is 
overwhelming. You will be convicted and executed, so it would be pointless 
to waste your time with a defense.” 

Dane eyed them both, Tannace’s seething rage and the Colonel’s icy 
glare frozen in the moment. “You will forgive me for trying,” was all he 
could muster in response. 

“T will forgive you nothing,” said Tannace, shaking his head. It was 
clear that there would be no chance of a legitimate defense if these two had 
anything to say about it, and it seemed to Dane that was exactly as they had 
planned it. He cleared his throat and tried to breathe. The best he could 
manage was a few short tight breaths. 

“Who will prosecute me?” he asked, still trying to formulate a response. 

“T will,” said Tannace proudly. 

“You?” said Dane, nodding, trying to buy time. He quickly poured 
through a litany of options as he had been trained to do. There were very 
few apparent to him. Best to go down fighting, father always said. 

“Very well then. By your rules, I choose the lady as my defender.” 

“But...that’s outrageous!” shouted the Colonel, her control broken as she 
pushed past Tannace. “I want you dead! Why would I help you?” 

Dane smiled. His gambit had caught them both off guard. “I am within 
my rights, as you outlined them, and I need someone who understands the 
U.S.R. code. And the side benefits are too much to pass up,” he said 
sarcastically. 


She stepped up close to the cell, seething. “Your arrogance sickens me, 
Cochrane!” 

Dane’s response was taught and measured. “As your cowardice sickens 
me, Colonel,” he snapped back. “You kidnap a royal heir without cause by 
subterfuge and deceit, try to murder me, then seek to put me on trial for 
what are obviously lies. You defame my father and my family, all the while 
claiming to be the injured parties! This whole process is a crime against my 
person, the Kallaket, and the Imperium. You will pay one day soon, lady, as 
will this phony ‘General’.” 

Her face disclosed nothing but contempt for him now. “The Corporate 
Empire of Man will fall one day, as will your father’s sick rule. Your death 
will send a clear message throughout the empire that tyranny has no home 
on Quantar. Sleep well, Cochrane. Tonight is your last in the land of the 
living,” then she turned and walked purposefully away. Tannace’s only 
response before joining her was to spit neatly through the bars, the saliva 
passing unimpeded through the stunfield and landing at Dane’s feet. He 
had only a moment to compose a response. 

“Lady, am I not entitled to know the real name of my defender?” he 
called after her. To his surprise she stopped, looked at Tannace, then came 
back a few steps. 

“T am Colonel Axel Noiman, of Quantar, your defender. Remember it 
well Cochrane, for it is all you will ever have of mine.” And then they were 
gone, and Dane stood alone in his cell. 
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7. ON OCCUPIED QUANTAR 
ny 


overnor Pal Bennis sat in the former bedchamber of Director Nathan 

Cochrane of Quantar, savoring the taste of the warm liquid flowing 
across his tongue. He leaned back in his desk chair, golden bed robe 
swishing softly across his ample belly, his every motion exaggerated by the 
sound of the fabric. Yet he did not notice it, nor any of the ornate beauty of 
the quarters he found himself in. Neither the artwork on the walls, nor the 
artisans touch on the ceiling brocade, nor the fineness of the bed linens, nor 
the detailed wood sculpture of his desk and chair; all of these were lost on 
him. To Bennis this room, in fact this entire world, was merely a way 
station from which to contemplate the shape of his universe through the 
bottom of a glass. 

He poured from the bottle again. Taxthillian brandies were among the 
finest in the Empire, and the best that the Cochrane family had in their 
stores. Those stores, once rich and renowned across half a sector, were 
nearly depleted now. Just a few of the brandies and other exotics had been 
left behind for his consumption on Quantar. The best of the stock had been 
carted off to Callis, the Governor’s home world. Still, Bennis found most 
of his solace these days in the rich liquors the Cochrane’s had built up over 
three hundred years of Directorial rule. 

Bennis drank again, this time hard and fast, as if to push all thoughts of 
Quantar from his mind. He hated this backwater world, with its bitter 
winters and mild, bland summers. He longed to return to the warmth of 
Callis, to his Imperial seat as Governor of the Frontier Sector. Callis was 
the last real seat of civilization as far as he was concerned, and Quantar, 
well, Quantar was just a necessary evil, a family that needed to be 
eliminated on his way to absolute rule of his sector. Prince Arin had been a 
stroke of luck, a willing accomplice to accelerate his goals. Goals which 
reached even further than the Emperor himself suspected... 

Three years, he thought. Three years I’ve been on this rock, and still 
these rebels fight on. He poured a third time and raised the glass, 


contemplating the golden brown liquid as it reflected light off the faceted 
crystal. Bennis felt the twinge of arousal stir in him, a result of the Exotic 
liquor filling his veins. Absently he glanced at the door to his private 
chamber, knowing one of the rebel women, captured during the day’s 
rounds, lay beyond, bound and unable to resist. He would find his way 
there soon, and after he had finished with her he would have her executed 
by his Palace Guard. Perhaps that will be better for her. 

Bennis drained his glass and rose from the desk, an antique 
commissioned by a Cochrane ruler of two centuries previous. He stopped 
to contemplate himself in an ornate mirror, rubbing at his balding head and 
wrinkled face, the cuts of age deepened by excessive living and unfulfilled 
ambition. He neared sixty standard years, but looked a decade older. 

He turned his attention to the bedchamber door as thoughts of his 
impending pleasures flashed through his mind, aided by the Exotic. Just as 
he began to move toward the door the chamber bell rang. His displeasure 
obvious, Bennis activated the intercom. 

“What do you want?” 

His chief chamber guard answered. “It is Prince Arin to see you sir,” 

“I asked what you wanted,” Bennis made no effort to hide his rising 
anger. This time the voice of the Prince Regent came over the intercom. 

“T have news from Arimel. All of it is not good,” Arin’s voice was 
heavy with static, a result of the security filters the Governor had installed, 
but Bennis could detect an edge of urgency just the same. Without another 
word he opened the bedchamber door by remote, allowing Arin to enter. 
The ghostly figure of the Prince crossed the foyer and passed through the 
silken fabric panels which separated the entry from the main chamber. 
Bennis sat himself at the desk of Nathan Cochrane and looked up into the 
black eyes of his son. 

“Report, I have things to attend to.” 

Arin raised a quizzical eyebrow, the corners of his mouth turning up in 
an insincere smile. “Yes, I expect yov’ ll find her to your liking.” Bennis 
rubbed at his chin. 

“That is not your concern. Running this planet and ruling it in my name 
is. You have done neither particularly well as of late.” 

Arin nodded slightly, showing respect for Bennis both men knew to be 
false. Their relationship had been strained for months, and Bennis 


suspected what he was about to hear would make it more so. Arin spoke 
matter-of-factly, with no effort to cushion the news he was presenting. 

“Arimel has reported. My younger brother is still alive.” 

A moment passed with no reaction. Then a low growl began in Bennis, 
growing rapidly as he rose from the desk and threw his brandy glass against 
a painting on the wall, shattering it as a scream of rage escaped from him. 

“Idiots! Bloody PKI idiots!” 

Arin waited a moment to let Bennis stew, then spoke again. “There is 
more to report,” he said. Bennis breathed deeply and then sat down again, 
controlling his rage as best he could. 

“Tell me,” 

“Tt appears he was taken captive by rebels. Quantar rebels.” 

Bennis looked up at his charge, astonished. “What did you say?” 

Arin continued. “They had agents aboard the Starliner, one leading the 
operation and another masquerading as a Lady from an Executive family on 
Beta Sorel. My brother and the Lady apparently took a liking to each 
other. When Arimel took them hostage as planned he found she was,” Arin 
paused here for dramatic effect, “an assassin.” 

Bennis sat motionless behind the desk. Arin cocked his head to one 
side, curious at the lack of response. Then something unexpected 
happened. Bennis began to laugh. It came from deep inside, lacking any 
semblance of true human pleasure. Bennis stood, his laughter echoing, and 
began prancing around the room. 

“Oh-ho-ho my friend! An assassin?” he giggled. “The bloody fools...” 
he gasped for breath, “The bloody fools want to kill the only man who 
could possibly save them-” Bennis’s voice trailed off as he laughed himself 
breathless, finally reclining again in the desk chair. “My friend, your 
people may be as stubborn a lot as I’ve ever seen, but I say it now: they 
make up for it with blunt stupidity!” Then his laughter filled the room 
again. 

Arin took two steps forward, a look of seething resentment on his face. 
“Your people could not have handled Quantar without me. Don’t sell us 
short so easily. We may yet surprise you.” 

Bennis eyed Arin with contempt. 

“My young man, Prince Regent of Quantar, don’t push our relationship. 
You are here because you are convenient. Emperor Pendarkin and I control 


Quantar, and just as easily as I found you I can find another ambitious 
young Royal to take your place,” he said. 

“No other Royal is the son of the Planetary Director,” defended Arin. 

Bennis nodded. “True, but no other Royal has his father locked in a 
suspension booth twenty-four hours a day, either! Do not tempt me, Arin. 
The Kallaket could hear of your activities at any time. And their 
punishments would be most distasteful to you. If you truly long for power, 
continue to serve me, there will be plenty of it to go around soon enough. 
In the meantime find out where the rebels took young Sire Dane Cochrane. 
For you to be truly safe and for me to accomplish my goals he must die.” 

“T already know where they’ve taken him,” stated Arin flatly. This got 
the Governor’s interest. He leaned forward in the chair. 

“Where boy? Tell me.” 

“To the Sanctuary,” A quizzical look came across the Governor’s face. 

“Earth? Why?” 

“Because that is where they are based. Them and every other group of 
revolutionary scum in the Empire,” Bennis nodded at this. 

“Tt makes sense. We must discover his fate. Will they execute him? He 
must die, that much is certain.” 

Arin crossed his arms as the conversation turned in his favor. He 
pressed forward. “Perhaps, we should go there and make sure for 
ourselves,” he said. 

“We’ve already tried that. Arimel and his fool operatives are worse 
than your men,” Arin smiled bleakly. 

“I did not mean infiltrate them, Governor. I was suggesting a less subtle 
approach,” Bennis feigned interest. 

“Such as?” 

“We take the Vixis there to enforce the Emperor’s will on the only 
outpost of humanity that still resists him.” 

Bennis snorted his disdain. “A direct assault on the Sanctuary?” 
Bennis waved him the idea away with one hand. “The Kallaket would 
never stand for it.” 

Arin leaned forward and placed his hands on the desk to face Bennis at 
eye level. “But if we could do it under the guise of some humanitarian act, 
Say a rescue mission...” Bennis began to smile at this. 

“Ah yes, a rescue mission....” he began laughing once more, then turned 
serious, clearly taking the proposition seriously. “A mission to the 


Sanctuary to rescue Sire Dane Cochrane from anti-Imperial rebels, with him 
assassinated before he can be rescued,” he said. 

Arin nodded, then made his play. “Precisely. And with his loving 
brother in command of the rescue mission.” 

Bennis turned cold in an instant. “My young friend, no one commands 
the bridge of the Vixis but me. No one.” The little bastard is testing me, he 
thought. “Do we understand each other?” 

Arin smiled snake-like at his older adversary. “I merely thought that the 
political gain could be multiplied by my presence in command of the 
mission,” Bennis’s eyes narrowed at Arin. 

“Not as long as I live, young Prince,” his words clearly carried within 
them an edge of lethal intent. Arin chose to back away, for the moment. 

“As you wish, Governor.” 

Bennis rubbed his chin again. “This brings other matters to mind,” he 
said. Arin sat down in a desk chair. 

“What matters could possibly be more important than the destruction of 
my brother?” 

Bennis leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Finally you have asked 
me a question worth answering,” he said, “It is time to talk about the 
future,” Arin reacted with just a hint of interest playing across his face. 

“What future?” 

“Our future, young royal. Yours, and mine,” This time Arin was unable 
to disguise his interest. He put his fingers together in a steeple and sat back 
just a bit. 

“Go on,” he said. 

“Your brother’s untimely death is a certainty. But we must look beyond 
today,” Bennis eyed his young apprentice closely before continuing. “I 
have no heir, you know that. Despite my protestations to the contrary, you 
are the most promising young man I have come across in my travels. I am 
prepared to make you an offer, in return for a small consideration.” 

Now it was Arin who feigned disinterest. “You have no title that I 
covet. You are not a Director, you are an Imperial Governor, a political 
appointee. You have no property to offer me. And I have all the wealth of 
Quantar. What could you offer me?” 

“Perhaps it is what we could offer each other that counts, Arin. It is true 
that I am not titled. It is also true that I am ambitious. I already control the 
wealth of an entire Imperial Sector and one of only twelve Starliners in the 


Known Universe. I dominate a dozen worlds through men just like you. 
But I cannot attain to higher places. To make war on our august Pendarkin 
would turn the other governors into warlords fighting me, not to mention 
the Kallaket families. To try and expand my holdings by force at the 
expense of some other governor would also cause destructive polarization 
of the warlords into armed alliances. The resulting conflicts would leave 
little left to exploit.” 

Arin waved him off. “Yes, yes, I know all this. It is elementary 
politics. “The Emperor’s Scales’. Principal forces balanced against each 
other, so the Emperor rules and peace is maintained. And I wish it to be 
noted that I have never volunteered to fight by your side against Emperor 
Pendarkin,” 

Bennis smiled thinly but said nothing for a moment, then: “But what if 
I had a way into the Emperor’s palace, through the back door, so to speak, 
eh?” 

Arin eyed Bennis with suspicion. “I am not fond of back doors. Too 
often the refuse moves back and forth through them,” he said. Bennis 
ignored the insult and pressed forward. 

“Listen closely now. Soon your father will die his untimely death, and 
with young Sire Dane out of the way as his heir I can then move to place 
you in the Chair as Director of Quantar under the military code. Then we 
will be free to move against the other obstacles we face,” 

Arin shrugged. “What obstacles?” he said casually. Bennis nodded. 

“Your ancient enemies, the Feilberg family, for one. It is they who hold 
the key to the Inner Empire. Their home world is the nearest gateway. 
Once we have them under control we will have a launching base to move 
against Pendarkin. Think of it! Shipping lanes! Industrial production! 
Thousands of merchant ships! All at our disposal,” 

Arin shook his head. “Outrageous! Just how do you propose to move 
against the Feilberg’s? They hold a permanent seat on The Board. They 
are one of the twelve oldest and most power families in the Empire. The 
entire Kallaket would line up to stop us if we attacked them. Even the 
Emperor must consult Henrik Feilberg before he moves.” 

Bennis sat back in his chair, smiling broadly. “And that’s the beauty of 
it! It is such a simple plan. Raw resources pass from the Frontier worlds 
through what planetary system and Directorship on their way to the Inner 
Empire?” 


“The Quantar system, of course. Or more precisely, the Trojan Point 
asteroids on the Cloud Rim,” replied Arin. 

“Thus your great reputation as merchant traders despite this frozen 
rock’s lack of valued natural resources,” Arin bristled at the insult. 

“Tf you find Quantar so unappealing, perhaps you should plan to leave. 
Soon,” The statement carried more than a hint of threat to it. 

“Trust me, young man, nothing would please me more. Never a day of 
warmth on Quantar that can’t be followed by rain of hail or a snowstorm! 
Four puny months of spring and summer. I would gladly be off this planet 
if I thought you reliable enough to leave in charge!” 

Arin held his tongue, but the ripple of muscles along his jaw line and 
the clenching of fists told another story. He looked as if he wanted to rip 
the older man apart. Well enough, thought Bennis. At least he cares about 
his world enough to defend it. I can use that. 

After a long moment of silence Arin spoke, choosing his words 
carefully. “Then we are agreed on one thing, Governor. We both want you 
off this planet. Now, how do we make the dream a reality?” Bennis 
continued with his lecture. 

“Those natural resources never touch down on Quantar before they 
move off to Walachia, or some to my Sector capitol at Callis, but mostly 
through Feilberg held systems to be processed and produced. Then on to 
the Inner Empire, and Corant,” he said. 

“Tf the Frontier trade were to suddenly diminish, even stop because of 
some interstellar crisis, say a rebellion on Quantar, where a titled Director 
had been assassinated, obviously the Feilberg family would be in distress. 
They would have to fall back on family reserves to continue meeting 
production quotas. In short, they would grow weaker. In the meantime, all 
those raw resources would be redirected to the only logical place they could 
be protected, my seat at Callis. From there we take advantage of the 
depressed market to undersell the Feilberg clan and their agents on the open 
market, and reap a fortune.” 

“Tt sounds as if you would reap the fortune, Governor. Quantar would 
become a desert,” Bennis nodded agreement. 

“True enough. The real gain in my proposal is not in the profits we will 
cull from selling raw resources. It comes from production,” 

“But the Feilberg’s own the production centers,” said Arin. 


“Also true. So in order to gain control of those production centers we 
must gain control over the Feilberg family,” 

Arin scoffed at this. “How would we do that? Fighting the Emperor 
directly would be easier.” 

“But then that is where you come in, Prince Regent. Henrik Feilberg 
has a daughter, an unmarried daughter. In return for a resumption of trade 
with them, they will accede to a political marriage,” Bennis paused for a 
moment for effect. “You, and Karina Feilberg.” 

Arin laughed out loud at this. “Come now Governor, do you think me a 
backwater rube you can so easily manipulate? I have heard the stories 
about her. They say she is a witch, that she can see things no one should 
see, even though she has been blind from birth. I will not marry her. 
Besides, she does not get us into the Imperial Palace.” 

Bennis shook his head. “Dear Arin,” he said, sarcasm heavy in his 
voice. “Karina Feilberg is a second cousin to the Emperor. Pendarkin has 
no heir, thanks to the cursed Shandai priests. If you marry her, with my 
military might behind you, plus the weight of the Feilberg family name, 
who else will Pendarkin have to turn to? And then I will have him, 
militarily and politically. I will rule in everything but name and then I will 
squeeze him from his throne. Once Pendarkin is gone, consider this; I am 
thirty years your senior, I will not live forever. When I pass on then the 
Imperium will belong to only one man,” He sat back in the chair as his 
words sank in to Arin. 

“Me,” said Arin, shock and surprise spreading across his gray face. 

“Exactly.” 

Arin shifted in his chair. “Only one problem I see. What would the 
Feilberg’s gain, with a Cochrane ruling their house?” 

“They would gain an heir to the Imperial throne. More than enough to 
compensate for a single Cochrane ruler, wouldn’t you say? And we will 
trade them the resources they need to secure their loyalty. Everyone wins. 
Except of course your unfortunate brother,” At this a wide smile broke 
across the Governor’s features. 

“My unfortunate brother,” repeated Arin. 

Then two men laughed together, their voices echoing through the 
chamber. 
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hen Dane awoke the morning was warm and he stretched his body, 

rousing his sore muscles from their sleep. The night had been as 
comfortable as he could have expected, considering he spent it sleeping on 
the dirt floor of his latest holding cell. 

Presently guards arrived with a hearty meal of eggs, ham, bread and 
milk. He consumed his breakfast with vigor, and wondered absently how 
long it had been since his last meal. Days, at least. 

After eating he was escorted out of his cell by the mercenary and 
several armed guards, all wearing the blue and orange of the Quantar 
Guard. They also wore some very angry looks on their faces, not hesitating 
to direct them at Dane at the slightest opportunity. 

They led him outside and into a nearby brick building where he was told 
to remove his clothing and shower, under guard of course. He finished 
quickly and was given a new Quantar military uniform without rank, then 
was directed to shave. Next, his hair was cut, and the barber wasn’t the 
least bit gentle about it either. As the man hacked away on his head Dane 
felt him cutting near his pony tail, fashionable as a symbol of the Imperial 
aristocracy. 

“Stop there!” he said. 

The barber waved his shears at Dane. “Why royal? Soon it won’t 
matter at all, all this fancy styling, when they cut off your head and stick it 
on a pole in front of the North Palace.” The crowd of guards laughed 
loudly. 

Dane stayed determined in the face of their mockery. “I said leave it.” 

“And what if I don’t wanna leave it, eh? What are you gonna do about 
it, when you’re dead?” the guards laughed again. All except one. 

“Leave it.” It was the rough voice of the mercenary. He stepped out of 
the shadows towards Dane. 

The barber pointed at the huge man with his shears. “Here now, don’t 
you think that’s our business?” 


“T’m responsible for ‘im, that makes it my business,” the mercenary 
worked his way through the crowd, hand on the butt of the coil pistol 
holstered at his side. “I got a lot invested in ‘im, so leave ‘im be,” The 
barber noted the mercenary’s tone and though clearly unhappy he continued 
his cutting in silence, leaving the ponytail. A young guardsman came 
through the area, removing Dane’s dinner clothes just as the haircut was 
concluding. 

“You there, bring me my garments,” said Dane, sitting up in the barber 
chair and issuing a command. A guard wearing Lieutenant rank stepped 
between Dane and the young man holding his clothes. 

“General Tannace says you’re to wear no rank during the trial.” 

Dane had a ready response. “I want no rank, only the family crest. It’s 
given to us by Imperial edict. The Emperor is the only one who has the 
power to give it, or take it away.” The Lieutenant contemplated Dane for a 
moment, then nodded to the enlisted man. The young guard removed the 
crest from Dane’s clothes and brought it to him. Dane placed the crest on 
his uniform at the left breast and then stood, pushing past the barber to 
check himself in the mirror. His uniform fit poorly, but the haircut was 
clean if not flattering. Momentarily he regretted the loss of his 
valedictorian pin. Any adornment of authority might be valuable in a trial 
setting. 

The Lieutenant stepped up to him. “Time to go, Sire,” Dane noted the 
use of the honorarium. Perhaps this is a man I can work with, he thought. 

He was led back outside where a military transport of Quantar design 
was waiting. It carried the blue and orange flag emblazoned on its armored 
doors, but the Cochrane family crest had been removed. The vehicle was a 
hovering personnel carrier of a type Dane had trained on many times. He 
was surprised at the amount of domestic military equipment from Quantar 
the rebels had managed to accumulate. No question that they had 
significant help from inside his family’s military. From traitors. The 
thought made him seethe. 

The carrier engines fired up loudly as a group of six men led by the 
Lieutenant and trailed by the mercenary loaded Dane into the back and 
slammed the metal doors shut behind them. After a few moments to warm 
up the carrier pulled out. They hummed along for nearly half an hour of 
uneventful travel until the Lieutenant broke the silence. 


“Do you know where you’re going, royal?” Dane shook his head 
negative but said nothing. The Lieutenant handed his rifle to one of the 
detachment and then stood up and unlatched a metal panel, pulling it down 
so that air and sunshine entered the cabin. “Come have a look,” he said, 
nodding towards the open hatch. 

Dane stepped across and knelt on the seat, looking out across a low 
valley to white-capped mountains. They were traveling on a hardened 
gravel road along the rim of a valley lined by mature deciduous trees. 
Beyond the tree line were fields clearly developed for farming. He focused 
past the fields and noticed they were getting closer to what looked like a 
small mountain. After a moment he realized that it wasn’t a mountain at 
all. A chorus of chuckles came from the guards behind him as he pulled 
back in astonishment. 

“Impressive, isn’t it?” came the Lieutenant’s voice from behind him, 
“It’s called the Cathedral.” 

The Cathedral dominated the valley, echoing in Dane’s mind thoughts 
of the North Palace at KendalFalk, on Quantar’s northern continent. The 
North Palace had 150 rooms with gardens to feed a thousand. It was 
nothing compared to this. 

Dozens of gothic-style spires and Byzantine domes like ones Dane had 
seen in pictures of ancient Earth architecture stood out from the central 
building, a long rectangular fortress-like structure with tall towers at the 
comers. Story after story of stone extended out in a circle from the center, 
each filled with rows of windows. Every three stories the structure became 
wider and a wall was built up, the next section down being wider than the 
one above. Dozens of parapets rimmed the glazed stone periphery, so 
distant that Dane couldn’t see if guards occupied them or not. He guessed it 
had to be a hundred stories high and three times as wide at the base as it 
was tall. It was easily the largest structure Dane had ever seen. 

The Lieutenant stepped up and abruptly shut the hatch, motioning Dane 
to return to his place. “Just wanted you to see the Sanctuary once before we 
went inside. Once you’re in there, you’!l not be coming out again,” this set 
off another round of uncomfortable laughter. 

Dane retook his seat between the mercenary and a young guard, 
crossing his arms as he reflected on his circumstances. He reviewed what 
he knew of Earth and the Sanctuary from his studies. To the average 
Imperial citizen, even the aristocracy, Earth was a great mystery. Most of 


the histories were choppy and vague, and much was lost during the age 
after the first Empire fell. Reunification had come after nearly two hundred 
years of war between the Kallaket families. Only the return of the scientists 
of Old Earth, who had brought back advanced technologies long since 
considered lost after the wars had saved the Empire from hundreds of years 
of savagery. 

Soon after Reunification thoughts of a self-governing Constitutional 
Republic had been the rage, led by the Cochrane’s of Quantar. But within a 
few decades the old family order had returned and the Empire was 
restored. The only nod to the idea of republicanism was the establishment 
of the Kallaket as a deliberative body and an even smaller group, The 
Board, as a filter for Imperial prerogatives. 

The “Historians” of Earth withdrew after the Empire was re-established, 
erecting the Defensive Shield. Every hostile attempt to pierce the Shield 
since had ended with the approaching ships either utterly obliterated or 
simply not coming back at all. The Sanctuary was established as a refuge 
from the abuses of the imperial peerage system, and the Shield would open 
only for unarmed diplomatic vessels carrying refugees. But while the new 
Emperors reigned with the consent of the Board and the Kallaket, and the 
Starliners enforced the will of the Emperor across two hundred systems, 
Earth remained quietly behind the Shield, always keeping her technology, 
and her power, hidden. 

Dane’s thoughts returned presently to his predicament as the hovercraft 
hummed smoothly to a stop. The Lieutenant opened the hatch again and 
Dane could see out. They had arrived at an entrance of arched stone two 
stories high and twice as wide with imposing metal doors to match. 
Through the window Dane saw the driving crew being greeted by guards 
wearing white uniforms with a sash of gold on the chest, armed with light 
hand weapons. 

“Sanctuary Guardsmen,” said the Lieutenant to Dane, anticipating his 
thoughts. “We don’t worry much with them. They’re mostly ceremonial,” 
his tone was conversational. 

“Are there many of them?” Dane probed for information, trying not to 
be too obvious. Any advantage might help him here. The Lieutenant 
smiled a wry smile. 

“Not enough to help you, royal,” The Sanctuary Guard leader checked 
the driver’s credentials and then waved the craft and the half-dozen escort 


vehicles through the doors and past the wall. They drove for a long time, 
perhaps an additional ten minutes, before stopping. 

The Lieutenant waved his coil rifle muzzle at Dane and nodded towards 
the opening rear doors. “Out now,” he said. Armed guards wearing 
Quantar colors opened the outer doors of the carrier, while his six man 
detachment, led by the unnamed Lieutenant and the mercenary hustled him 
out. 

Into a mob. 

“Die you royal bastard!” 

Men and women were yelling curses at him as he descended out of the 
hovercraft. The guards, at least a dozen of them, formed around him, 
guarding him from the rocks and garbage that were being thrown at him in 
anger. The guards pushed back at the surging crowd, overpowering them 
with brute force. Though they may have agreed with the sentiments of the 
lynch mob they were too well trained not to follow their orders. 

Dane was rushed through the crowd and into the open of a small town 
square and then into a low brick building. Half the detachment stayed 
outside to tend to the ugly crowd while the rest took him up a flight of stairs 
to a plain white room with a wood floor, table, two chairs and a barred 
window. He was quite literally tossed inside and the door was quickly 
locked behind him. 

Dane took a moment to brush some of the refuse off of himself and 
examine his new surroundings. Certainly it was sparse but it looked like far 
less of a cell than anything he had been in recently. He considered sitting in 
one of the chairs but decided standing provided him with greater dignity. 
Not that I’ve much of that left, he thought. 

Dane went to the window. In the town below he could hear the sounds 
of the mob abating and a bustling business trade resuming, though he could 
see very little of it. He strained to look over the high window ledge but 
could make out only the low skyline of a town full of storefronts and 
agricultural buildings, all easily fitting within the large and imposing 
Cathedral wall. 

The sound of the door lock turning brought him rushing back to the 
moment at hand. Colonel Axel Noiman entered the room with two Quantar 
guardsman flanking her. She wore her military uniform and her ample hair 
was set high, at duty length. She moved to the desk and sat down, placing a 
folio on the desk while she affectedly donned reading glasses and began 


shuffling through a set of legal papers pulled from the folio without 
acknowledging him. After a moment she nodded to the guards. They 
hesitated for a second, then reluctantly departed, closing the door behind 
them. 

Dane gathered himself, smoothing his uniform top into place and then 
sat down across from her at the table. He waited for her to speak but when 
her attention stayed unwavering on the papers he decided it was time to 
force the action. 

“Nice to see you again, Colonel,” he said, “Or should I call you Lady 
Calinda?” She was unfazed at this, pausing for only a moment to look up at 
him through the bookish glasses, then returned to her reading. When she 
finally replied she didn’t bother looking at him a second time. 

“I am here as your chosen advocate, Cochrane, according to the law,” 
she said quietly. “I feel it only fair to warn you that if I’m allowed to act as 
your sole defense you will be very disappointed in the outcome of your 
trial.” 

Dane held his response for a moment. He badly needed to engage her in 
his cause if he were to have any chance at trial, but first he had to get her 
attention. 

“So, you won’t really try to defend me then?” She stopped shuffling her 
papers, shook her head and leaned back in her chair, genuinely bewildered 
at him. 

“Cochrane...” 

“Call me Dane, please,” he said. 

“Cochrane,” she repeated, exasperated at his mock politeness. “I want 
you dead.” 

“No, you don’t,” he said. She removed the reading glasses and tossed 
them down on the table. 

“This is pointless. I am here to fulfill my duty so that the forms of law 
will be obeyed. Nothing more.” 

“So you won’t be my advocate?” 

“No!” 

“Then I shall defend myself, and you will assist me.” 

She slammed a fist on the table and shouted at him. “I don’t want to 
assist you! I want to see you executed, you moron!” 

He waited a long moment in an attempt to diffuse her anger. When he 
spoke again it was in softer tones. “Why did you want to kill me, on the 


Starliner?” he asked. There was no response for a few moments, then she 
let out a deep sigh and stood, turning her back to him before responding. 

“Because your father destroyed everything that meant anything to me,” 
she said quietly. He shifted his feet under the desk while he formulated a 
response. He spoke quietly to match her tone. 

“I don’t understand. My father... my father is a good man.” She let out 
a disdainful grunt. 

“Your father is a monster.” 

Dane puzzled over this. Nothing in her description of his father made 
sense. “The man I know, the man I left five years ago, was no monster. He 
was hurting, grieving over the loss of his wife. He sent me away to the 
Academy to study diplomacy so that I didn’t have to share that grief with 
him. I can’t believe what you say is true.” 

She turned to face him, the seething anger coming again. 

“Believe this, Cochrane. Your father, the noble Director Nathan 
Cochrane of Quantar, had General Paris Noiman, Chief of Staff in your 
family’s service, executed for treason! Further, he saw fit to have the wife 
of Devin Tannace, Captain of the NorthPalace Guard, executed while he 
was forced to watch. General Noiman was my father. Aria Tannace was 
my sister. And for that I wanted to kill you! To make your father feel the 
same pain that I have felt these long years. And be certain of this Cochrane, 
given the chance I would have enjoyed killing you,” at that she went for the 
door. 

“Colonel,” Dane said, kicking his chair away as he stood. “I still need 
someone to assist me in my trial defense. It will be you. I expect you to 
honor your duty to-“ 

“T will not,” she said. 

“T need your knowledge of Sanctuary law. You are sworn to uphold it, 
aren’t you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then you will assist me,” he insisted. She slammed the door shut 
again and sat down at the table, resigned to her situation. She leaned 
forward and folded her hands in front of her. 

“All right then, Cochrane, I will assist you. The trial starts in one hour, 
what is it you wish me to do?” 

This time the sigh came from Dane. He felt the frustration of his 
circumstances beginning to overwhelm him. He paced the room silently, 


stopping to stare out the window with his back to her. 

“Lady,” he said, his voice cracking. “I must confess, the control I show, 
the games I play with you are insincere ones. In all truth I tell you I don’t 
know why you’re doing this to me,” he turned back to her now, wiping a 
tear from his face. “The things you speak of,” he shook his head, “I cannot 
believe them of my father. If I am to die here on this world my greatest 
desire is to know why. I swear to you I know nothing of these things you 
say he has done.” 

The Colonel sat motionless, arms firmly held across her chest as Dane 
watched her eyes searching his from across the room. It seemed to him that 
she wavered for a moment, but then her features, and her resolve, hardened. 

“You are extremely manipulative, Cochrane, and you are trying to 
manipulate me. I will not stay for it,” She rose and went for the door. He 
was losing her. 

“Colonel Noiman!” he called after her. She stopped without turning, 
just a step from the door. “Will you at least grant me one courtesy?” 

“I owe you none,” she replied quietly. 

“I know,” he said, his voice almost a whisper. 

“What is your courtesy?” she finally asked. 

“Let me tell my story. Hear what I have to say before you condemn 
me. Don’t pass judgment on me until you have heard everything. ” 

“The court passes judgment. I have no power-“ 

“I know,” he interrupted. The fear in him felt like a knife stuck in his 
ribs. “But I need someone, you I suppose, to at least give me a fair chance. 
The benefit of the doubt, if you will. That’s all I ask.” 

She turned to look at him, paused for the slightest of moments, then 
went quietly through the door. The door lock clicked into place with a 
heavy finality. Dane returned to the chair and sat down, arms clenched 
tightly to his chest, and shuddered. 

Five years, he thought, hanging his head. Too long. 


wa 


COLONEL AXEL NOIMAN leaned back against the door and closed her 
eyes, his last words reverberating in her soul. Damn him! she thought. As 
she cursed Dane she knew that his words carried with them an impact she 
had never expected. 

Truth. 


Could he really be innocent in all this? she thought. A pawn in some 
larger game? No! She steeled her emotions, pushing them back into 
hiding. He must be tried, no other scenario was possible. But if he was 
telling the truth... 

She clenched her fists hard at her sides, not allowing the doubts to affect 
her responsibility to her duty. When she opened her eyes the guards were 
looking at her, confused. 

“Get him ready,” she ordered firmly. “We leave for the courtroom in 
three-quarters of an hour,” then she pushed brusquely past them and down 
the stairs, heading for the daylight as fast as she could go. 
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he familiar detachment of guards took Dane from his room at 
T precisely one quarter of an hour before noon. He knew this because 
the Lieutenant in charge of the detachment, whose name he now knew was 
Layton, gave him a chronometer ‘for the trial’ as they arrived to take him. 
Dane thought this was an odd courtesy, but nonetheless accepted it 
gracefully in the sincere manner it was apparently given. 

He was taken to a small side room filled with books, a desk, and two 
oversized leather chairs. “This is the Defense Council Room, Sire,” said 
Layton. “Any recess will be served out here. You will not be allowed to 
leave this room during the trial,” Dane nodded that he understood. Layton 
opened a tall wood door at the other end of the room. “Pl see if they’re 
ready for you,” then he was gone. They waited only a few short minutes 
before Layton returned and Dane was led into the main courtroom. 

The courtroom was vast, filled with dozens of people milling about. A 
large court dais made of dark stained redwood dominated the near wall. 
Soldiers in Quantar Guard uniforms lined the room on all sides while a few 
white-and-gold uniformed soldiers of the Sanctuary Guard stood in 
ceremonial positions about the floor. Men and women in black and white 
robes, apparently courtroom practitioners, crawled about the dais 
performing pre-trial rituals. All slowed their pace and bustle to watch as 
Dane was led in. He tried not to waver, but every step was a struggle 
against his own fears. 

He was led to a simple desk made of the same dark redwood as the dais 
and sat down. Two guards, one of them Lieutenant Layton, stood just in 
front of a wooden railing behind Dane. The rest of his escort detail 
dissipated throughout the room. Dane noted that the second seat at his table 
was unoccupied. 

On the dais the court attendants returned to their duties, often looking in 
Dane’s direction and then talking quietly among themselves. He observed 
the commotion for a few minutes, hands clasped in front of him on the table 


and trying to keep the expression on his face impassive. Finally a 
Sanctuary guardsmen slammed down the gavel six times. The court 
practitioners all scrambled for their seats, some on the dais, some in one of 
the many gallery seats directly behind Dane. Dane turned to look at the 
crowd filling in the public space behind the gallery railing. Most were 
common people or in Quantar military uniforms. The crowd hushed as a 
side door opened. The guardsman who had sounded the gavel announced 
“All rise!” as Colonel Axel Noiman and General Tannace entered, 
accompanied by an short man carrying two brief cases. Tannace and the 
short man, his assistant, proceeded to a table facing the dais to Dane’s left. 
Colonel Noiman came and stood next to Dane without acknowledging him, 
grim faced and silent. At her arrival Dane finally stood. 

A door creaked open behind the dais and an old man, white haired and 
in the uniform of the Sanctuary Guard walked slowly to the main chair 
aided by a much younger retainer. He sat heavily and then placed old- 
fashioned spectacles on his face. 

“You may be seated,” he said in a weak and aged voice. Clearly this 
judge would offer little resistance to Tannace and his prosecutors. Likely 
he’d been bought off already. 

They all sat silently for a long moment while the judge read the charges. 

“The charges are in order,” he declared. “Who brings them?” 

Tannace rose from his seat. “I do. For the people of Quantar and the 
Sanctuary, I charge the defendant, Dane Erasmus Cochrane, with the 
genocide of over two million people on the planet Quantar. The charges 
have been laid out in specific in the brief filed before the court this day, 
September the 22nd, 486 A.I.I. Sanctuary date, September 22, 2942 A.D.” 

“So noted,” stated the judge. “The clerk will authenticate that all papers 
are in order,” he shuffled a few papers then looked directly at Dane. “Sire 
Dane Cochrane of Quantar, you have heard the charges, what say you to 
them?” 

Dane swallowed hard, his fear for the moment repressed. He stood up 
with what he hoped was an air of dignity and looked first at Tannace, then 
to the judge. 

“To these charges, I say ‘Not Guilty’.” The judge nodded. He shuffled 
through the papers again, then asked, “Who defends you as your 
advocate?” Axel got up from her seat. 


“I do, your honor. But if it please the court, I wish to be removed. I 
confess to a strong desire to see this man found guilty. I cannot serve as his 
advocate. It would not be fair.” 

The judge narrowed his eyes, squinting through his glasses as if he was 
trying to see Dane better. “Sire Cochrane, are you aware of your advocate’s 
feelings towards you?” 

“Yes, your honor, I am. I also believe she is most adequate, despite her 
reluctance, to defend me, and I insist she stay on,” Axel shifted her feet 
uncomfortably at this. The judge paused for a moment, looking to Axel and 
then back to Dane. “So noted,” then wagged a finger at Dane. “But you 
waive your right to appeal on the grounds of bias later.” 

“I agree to the terms, sir,” said Dane. The judge nodded. 

“Then let us begin.” 

Tannace moved forward as Dane and Axel sat down, a paper-thin LCD 
legal tablet in his hand. He referenced the pad momentarily, then faced the 
crowd, tablet behind his back and pacing slowly as he spoke. 

“This man,” he pointed at Dane, “Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar, is 
charged with the genocidal murder of over two million people on his home 
planet. I’m sure that it sounds absurd to the court that any one man could 
commit such an act. Indeed, Sire Cochrane is not charged with any specific 
murders directly, rather, his family, through tyranny and deceit, has brought 
this ruin on our people, and so as a member of this family he is so charged. 
Not a man in this room does not have a brother, or a wife, or a father killed 
by this family. Dane Cochrane is indeed on trial for these acts, and 
responsible for those crimes. But we also seek to condemn the royal 
system, one filled with corruption and malice. One which grants power 
through a corrupt line of dynastic family ascension. One which allows the 
common people only to be represented through their royal monarchs. It is 
this system that has allowed the tyranny of the Cochrane’s to flourish, and 
our own people to suffer so greatly. Once we have proven our case we will 
execute Sire Cochrane, as an example of what is to come for the Empire as 
well.” 

Tannace nodded to the judge and moved back to the prosecutor’s table, 
pausing only for an instant to glare hatefully at Dane. 

“Your advocate may begin, Sire Cochrane,” said the judge. Dane 
looked to Axel, who refused to acknowledge him. After a moment Dane 
rose and spoke. 


“Your honor, my advocate shall provide me only with technical 
assistance, I shall conduct all verbal arguments myself.” 

The judge considered this. One of the black-robed court practitioners 
approached and whispered in his ear. He listened intently, then nodded. 
“Very well, but you also wave the right to appeal on these grounds,” said 
the judge. Dane nodded his agreement. “So noted. Please continue Sire 
Cochrane.” 

“T protest, your honor,” It was Tannace. “The courtesy of calling this 
man “Sire” has not been extended by this court. I only use his Imperial title 
in the formal charges and in preliminary arguments as a means of identity. I 
ask that all other use of the title be stricken from the record and that you 
refrain from using it. This court recognizes no Imperial authority.” Again 
the practitioner returned to bend the judge’s ear. There was a sharp but 
quiet exchange before the judge waved him off. 

“Granted,” said the judge, nodding to the clerk to note the decision and 
then leaning back in his chair. “You may begin, Mr. Cochrane.” 

Dane nodded formally to Tannace, then walked up to the crowd that had 
gathered behind the railing in the back of the courtroom. He stood there 
facing them without the slightest idea what to say. Although he was an 
accomplished public speaker and debater at the Academy, he had sparse 
legal training. He remembered advice from a debate professor that had 
stayed with him; when in doubt, trust your intuition. He rubbed at the 
bridge of his nose, then looked up to face the crowd. 

“T have been charged with a variety of crimes by this court, none of 
which I am guilty of. You would expect me to say this, to defend myself, to 
save my own life. But I will do more than just prove my own innocence. I 
will prove my family’s innocence as well. I will prove that these charges 
are a fabrication, that my father is a man of high regard, and not of a 
character to commit the atrocities listed before the court. Further, I believe 
I will be able to prove that the purveyors of these lies are the very ones who 
perpetrate the so-named crimes upon Quantar, for by what right do they 
kidnap the heir to the Director?” There was a hushed rustling of soft voices 
through the crowd at this. Dane held out his hands at his sides, as if 
appealing directly to the crowd. “What could be their sinister motive but to 
foment discord and chaos on our home world for their own purposes?” 
Again the crowd became unsettled, faces straining to look into his eyes and 


see if he were trustworthy. Apparently his royal title still had sway over the 
hearts of many in the audience; they wanted him to be innocent. 

“Indeed,” Dane continued, his confidence growing. “It seems clear that 
they are in the business of chaos, daring to use explosives and stun gas to 
abduct me from an Imperial Starliner, with no regard for the lives of 
innocents that may have been lost by their bloodlust for me.” 

Dane glanced at Tannace and saw the first signs of tension in his jaw 
line. 

“My own advocate,” he pointed back to Axel, “Was sent as an assassin, 
to kill me on that very same Starliner, booking passage under an assumed 
identity to deceive me and the Imperial guard. But before she could carry 
out her plot the PKI intervened and kept me from death, though I do not 
pretend to know the reasons for their involvement. I would speculate that 
these ‘rebels’ represented by the Prosecutor himself, are nothing more than 
a secret terrorist wing of the PKI, created to sow discord among the honest 
Directors of the Frontier. And I will show that the true criminals sit in the 
places of power in this courtroom. Indeed, they are the ones who should be 
put on trial here, not me.” At this the crowd began to talk among 
themselves. Dane knew that any mention of the hated PKI was to his favor, 
if he could taint Tannace with their involvement he might be able to sway 
the crowd and even the judge, if he wasn’t already a lost cause. His 
confidence growing again, he paced in front of the crowd a moment longer, 
for effect, considering his next statement. He stepped up between two court 
guards and put his hands on the railing of the baluster, speaking softly and 
deliberately directly to the crowd. 

“You have lost much. Family, possessions, your homes. But I swear to 
you not one of these charges against me or against my family is true.” He 
turned back to the judge and raised his voice. “And I will ask this court to 
find me not guilty, so that I may be able to use my power as your sovereign 
to try and execute the true criminals in this matter. Criminals ‘General’ 
Tannace and his henchmen must know very well!” 

At this there was open chattering among the crowd. One man even 
shouted encouragement to Dane from the back as he returned to his seat, 
brushing past Axel to sit down. She looked over to him and nodded, a wry 
smile of admiration on her face. 

“Pretty speech, for a pretty boy. But it will do you no good,” she said. 
Dane smiled back at her, his confidence returning for the first time in days. 


“With your help, advocate, perhaps I can do better,” he said. 

“My help will send you to your grave, Cochrane.” 

He shook his head. “I think not.” The judge made brief conversation 
with the court clerk, then spoke. 

“General Tannace, you may call your first witness.” Tannace stood 
confidently, anxious to get the trial back on the solid ground of his case. 

“Thank you, your honor. We call Colonel Axel Noiman to the stand.” 

Dane’s head whipped around in surprise. Axel rose, looking at him 
with the smile still on her face as she went to the witness stand and sat 
down. He debated a moment, then stood up right after Axel was sworn in 
and just before Tannace began his questioning. 

“Your honor, I protest,” he said in as even a tone as he could muster, 
trying to disguise that he’d been caught off guard. 

“State your objection.” 

“Sir, without my advocate by my side to advise me I stand to miss some 
vital piece of testimony. I am at a disadvantage. I do not have a legal pad 
or even pen and paper to write on. It would be grounds for an appeal.” 

“There are no such provisions for appeal in the Sanctuary code,” 
interjected Tannace. “He accepted a hostile advocate without objection. I 
am within the Sanctuary laws to call my primary witness, even if she is the 
defendants’ advocate.” 

“So noted,” said the judge. “The witness is allowed. You may begin, 
General Tannace.” 

Dane refused to stand down, red-faced with embarrassment at being 
outfoxed. Tannace moved from his table to stand near Axel at the witness 
stand, separated only by the wood railing. He glanced at Dane, then at the 
judge, who impatiently addressed Dane. 

“Mr. Cochrane, your appeal has been refused. Now sit down or I will 
order you held in irons.” Dane ground a fist into the table in frustration, 
then reluctantly sat down. Tannace returned his attention to his witness. 

“Please state your full name and rank for the court,” he said. 

“Axel Andrene Noiman, Colonel of the Fifth Regiment, Quantar Free 
Guard.” 

“How long have you been exiled on Earth from your home world of 
Quantar?” 

“Nearly four years.” 

Tannace consulted his pad. “Tell us how you came to be here.” 


“T left Quantar by night, on a Maitrian shuttle bound for Senna. There 
was a price on my head, my whole family’s, in fact.” 

“Why?” 

Axel sat forward and cleared her throat. “The Cochrane Directorship 
arrested my father and mother for treason, as well as my sister-” 

“Please tell us your father’s name and position,” said Tannace, 
interrupting her as he consulted his tablet once again. Dane took note of 
this. 

“My father was General Paris Noiman, Chief of Staff to Director 
Nathan Cochrane, head of the Directorship defense forces.” Dane 
remembered Noiman by reputation. He was decorated several times for 
wiping out mineral runners and pirates in the asteroids of the cloud rim. He 
had served on outworld units for several years, Dane heard he’d been made 
Chief of Staff shortly after his own departure for Corant. 

Tannace looked up to Axel before asking the next question. “And 
please tell the court where your father is now?” 

“He’s dead.” Tannace asked the next question gently. 

“And can you tell the court how was he killed?” 

She looked down into her lap before responding. “He was executed for 
treason shortly before I escaped from Quantar. Shot by a firing squad with 
coil rifles.” 

Tannace made a note on his pad. “And who brought the charge of 
treason?” 

“Director Nathan Cochrane of Quantar,” the crowd reacted with a low 
rush of angry murmuring at this. 

“What evidence was presented against your father?” 

“None that I know of. He was arrested at a birthday party for my... my 
older sister and executed without trial the same day. The following day 
they came for my mother and Aria- I mean my sister,” Dane noted how 
Tannace flinched at the mention of her sister’s name. What was it she’d 
said, back on the Starliner? Her sister had been Tannace’s wife... “And they 
arrested them. I was taken by some loyal Quantar military men and 
smuggled off-world the next day. I arrived on Earth a month later. Soon 
many other Quantar military and civilians began arriving, before they shut 
down the planet, Quantar I mean, and locked out all merchant and civil 
transports.” 


Tannace made another note before continuing. “Colonel, who 
specifically was it that came and arrested your father?” 

“Soldiers dressed in the uniform of the Director’s Royal Guard.” 

“Do you have any doubt then, that they were sent on the orders of the 
Director himself?” 

Axel shook her head and looked directly at Dane. “None.” 

“Thank you. I reserve the right to recall the witness later.” 

“So noted,” said the judge. “Your witness, Mr. Cochrane.” 

Dane sat for a moment in contemplation before going up to the witness 
stand. He knew this could be his one opportunity to break through to her. 
But how? He had to start somewhere, so he began with the obvious. 
“Colonel Noiman, did you see my father issue any direct order to arrest 
your father?” 

She shook her head. “No, of course not,” the response was an impatient 
one. 

“Did you see his signet on any orders to arrest your father?” 

Again the negative shake. “No.” 

“Did these men produce any written order of any kind?” 

“No, damn you!” she yelled, jumping up out of her chair. “They came 
with guns and they took him away!” Dane took a step back before asking 
the next question, one that could make or break his chances with her. 

“Then how do you know my father sent them?” 

“What?” She sat back down, surprise and confusion on her face. He 
took two steps towards her, raising his voice. 

“T said, how do you know my father sent those men?” 

“Objection!” It was Tannace. “Witness has already established that 
they wore the uniform of the Royal Guard.” 

Dane stepped over to confront the judge directly. “Your honor, I do not 
dispute that fact. I believe these men, whoever they were, wore the uniform 
of my father’s personal guard. But my question is still valid.” At this the 
practitioner returned again and spoke into the judge’s ear. The judge 
nodded. 

“I will allow your inquiry,” he said. 

“Your honor!” It was Tannace, his voice giving away a tone of 
astonishment. 

“General Tannace,” responded the judge, sounding forceful for the first 
time. “I must allow him to ask his question or open this trial to possible 


future grounds for appeal. Is that what you want?” The words were an 
obvious warning to Tannace to back off. Dane was now convinced the 
judge was clearly doing his best to stay within narrow parameters that had 
been set for him. Tannace fidgeted a moment as his smallish aide came up 
and whispered into his ear, then seemed resigned to his predicament. 

“Very well then, let him ask. I withdraw my protest.” Then he hastily 
made his way back to his desk. The judge looked to Dane. Dane looked to 
Axel. 

“Shall I repeat the question?” 

“No,” She sighed heavily before continuing. “Other than their uniform, 
I do not know that your father sent those men.” The hushed whispers went 
through the crowd again. Dane stepped up to the baluster and placed his 
hands on the railing, looking her directly in the eye to ask his next question. 

“Is it possible that these men were rebels?” he said. She shook her head 
violently. 

“No! We are the rebels! We fight to free Quantar!” Dane’s mind was 
whirling now as new possibilities opened in his mind. He turned from her 
and began pacing the room, hand to his chin again, sorting his thoughts as 
quickly as he could. He asked his next question from across the room. 

“The men who attacked us on the Starliner, the night of the dinner party, 
before I was kidnapped by your rebel friends, who did they work for?” 

Axel hesitated to answer. 

“Colonel?” Dane insisted. 

“The PKI,” she finally said. 

“The PKI,” said Dane, nodding his head, then returned to his pacing. 
He raised his voice barely below a shout. “And who would be the only 
organization that could infiltrate a Directorship, to usurp power for their 
own purpose? Colonel?” 

“I don’t know,” she said, bowing her head. Tannace stood to protest. 

“Keep your seat, Mr. Tannace,” said the judge, also waving off the ever- 
present practitioner. “We will hear this witnesses testimony.” 

Now Dane came towards her, slow and deliberately. “The PKI? 
Colonel?” his voice was quiet, his tone reassuring. She looked up at him, 
her eyes darting back and forth his face, trying to read him. He let her look 
at him as long as she wanted, his heart pounding, hoping she could see the 
truth in him. She looked down at her hands. 

“T suppose... If it were possible...” she trailed off. 


“Axel! Don’t! This is a trick! A deception!” shouted Tannace, 
standing sharply, desperation in his voice. The judge pounded his gavel for 
silence. Dane asked his question again. 

“Colonel, who has the power?” Dane was gentle now but insistent. He 
wanted her to see the possibility of his innocence, to consider it, but not 
break her spirit. She looked up at him again, making a decision. 

“The PKI,” she said, then looked directly at Tannace. “The PKI do.” 
Dane allowed himself a small and genuine smile when she turned her 
attention back to him. 

“Thank you, Colonel,” he said. “No further questions for this witness,” 
then returned to his desk. The judge looked to Tannace, who had quietly 
retaken his seat. 

“Unless you object, General Tannace, I suggest a two hour recess,” said 
the judge. 

Tannace shook his head. “No objection.” 

“Then this court is adjourned for two hours. We will return at 0130 
hours. You may step down,” he said to Axel. She moved from the witness 
stand to stand in front of Dane’s desk as the room filled with the shuffling 
of the court attendants. The Quantar guards moved to stand behind Dane, 
ready to take him back to his room, hands on pistols. He looked up at her, 
saw the look of confusion and anger on her face. 

“For so many years, I’ve been so certain,” she began. Dane shook his 
head. 

“Tf I have learned anything in all of this Colonel, it is that nothing is 
certain.” 

“Axel!” It was Tannace. “Come to the conference room, now!” The 
words were spoken as an order and she began to move off obediently 
toward her commander. “And take him out of here!” he yelled at the 
guards. Dane stood ready for the guards and they escorted him towards the 
defense chamber. He stopped halfway, resisting the guards as they tried to 
push him on. 

“Axel!” he called out impulsively after her. She turned and looked back 
at him, uncertainty and emotion playing across her face. 

Then she turned away, and rushed to follow Tannace out of the 
courtroom. 
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CC e may be right, Devin.” 
“No Axel! I will not accept this! We have too much 


evidénce! He is guilty and we will have him executed!” 

The argument was taking place in the Prosecution Council Room just 
off of the main court. Axel, Tannace, and his assistant, a man named 
Kobin, were each standing around a small conference table, debating the 
direction of a case that was not what it had seemed only an hour before. 

“General,” this time it was Kobin who spoke. He was a small man with 
a prematurely bald head and old-fashioned rounded spectacles. His voice 
was like sandpaper to Axel’s ears. “All of this arguing is getting us 
nowhere. If we believe Cochrane is guilty we must press on to the point at 
hand, that is, to find him guilty. The judge will not challenge us. 
Cochrane’s conviction is in no doubt, we have seen to that. But we must 
take back the initiative from him. We must present our trump card, and 
finish this business. He has swayed the crowd with his charm. And the 
royal aura still carries weight among the common people here, even those 
exiled from Quantar. If we do not move quickly, we run the risk of losing 
much support among the Sanctuary populace.” 

“Which is exactly what we don’t need now,” said Tannace. “Once I am 
named to lead the Sanctuary defense forces I can begin forming a fighting 
force and raise an army to return home, to avenge our families.” 

Axel shook her head in disdain. “Is that all we have left Devin, 
vengeance? There was a time when we fought for much more, against the 
Empire, against a corrupt system which has plundered too many planets, too 
many systems. There was a time when we fought against an evil Director, 
and a wicked family, of whose guilt we were certain. Now I have doubts.” 

“Doubts about Cochrane’s guilt?” said Tannace, incredulous. Axel put 
her hands on the table in front of her, leaning towards Tannace. 

“Yes, doubts about who the enemy really is. For God’s sake Devin, 
don’t you care? Are you so consumed with vengeance against Cochrane 


that you would overlook the actual evidence? What if we kill him only to 
find later he could have been our greatest ally?” 

Tannace slammed the legal pad on the conference table. “I will not 
listen to this, Colonel, not from you!” he yelled. “We have all the evidence 
we need! Layton will testify to what he saw, and I will not be challenged 
by my second in command during his testimony! If you cannot follow 
through on your commitment to me then resign your position and go defend 
Cochrane!” 

“Don’t be ridiculous!” The anger was strong in her as well. 

Tannace backed off a bit and spoke in calmer tones. “Axel, I saw what 
they did, to Aria. They made me watch. So do I want vengeance? Yes I 
do. And I thought you did too. She was your sister. Doesn’t that mean 
anything to you?” 

Axel crossed her arms. “Devin, It means everything to me, and I want 
vengeance as much as you do. But I want it against the right people,” she 
said. Tannace stiffened at this. 

“Cochrane is guilty.” 

“We don’t know that. He was on Corant for five years. That is an 
eternity. The oppression started four years ago. And how do you explain 
the involvement of the PKI?” 

Tannace shook his head. “I don’t know, and I don’t have to. All I care 
about is that they wanted him dead too. That’s fine with me.” 

She waited until he made eye contact again. “Devin, stop and think for 
a moment. Why would the PKI want to kill the heir to a titled Director? It 
would cause an uproar in the Kallaket, possibly even calls for the removal 
of Pendarkin himself. They would not risk it, it’s political suicide. There 
must be something more to this than we know.” 

“Nevertheless,” this time it was Kobin stepping between them, “We 
must proceed now. Even if he was away and not party to the rape of 
Quantar, he is guilty by association, and his execution is vital as a political 
gesture to the Empire that we will be triumphant. To do otherwise would 
mean the end of the rebellion, both on Quantar and here among the 
Sanctuary populace.” 

Axel took a menacing step towards him. “I think not, little man. I think 
you have grown comfortable in your place here, basking in the shadow of 
the General. You are the political hatchet man, and Cochrane’s execution 
may serve your purpose, but it no longer serves mine. I was there! Those 


PKI men were under specific orders. They were very organized and knew 
when and where to strike. They set him up. I want to know who gave those 
orders, and why. That is where our true enemy lies.” 

Kobin stepped back from her and looked to the General. Tannace shook 
his head at her. “I’m sorry Axel. Cochrane must die,” he said. 

“Then you leave me no choice,” she formally faced Tannace. “I hereby 
resign my position as Chief of Staff.” 

Tannace shook his head in disbelief. “For what? To go defend 
Cochrane?” 

“Yes, Devin. Whether he is guilty or not doesn’t really matter now. 
What matters to me is that I have a clear conscience. I still believe in 
morality, a sense fairness, innocent until proven guilty. I also used to 
believe it’s what set us apart from our enemies,” she paused, looking 
Tannace right in the eyes. 

“But now I’m not so sure.” 

She turned sharply and left the conference room, quietly shutting the 
door behind her. 

Kobin smiled wryly as she left. “We don’t need her,” he said. Tannace 
looked down at the smaller man. 

“Not to win our case, I agree. But I will need her to fight the battles to 
come.” 

“Are you sure? She is not trustworthy now.” Tannace placed his cap 
smartly back on his head. 

“Kobin, you don’t understand. It took me years to get over what they 
did to my wife, but in time, I was able to heal, from the pain at least, not the 
anger. But now Axel makes it all different. I will need her by my side.” 

“Why?” 

Tannace smiled. “Because I love her, you fool. You spend far too much 
time studying politics.” 

“Perhaps, sir. But it is of no matter. She has resigned.” 

“T will wait a few months, then I will invite her back. She will come. 
It’s not like they’re close. She has hated Cochrane a long time. She will 
get over his death.” 

Now it was Kobin’s turn to replace his hat. 

“T hope, for your sake, sir, that you are correct.” 


Wa 





DANE PACED THE ROOM nervously, wondering if she would come. He 
looked anxiously down to his chronometer. Only ten minutes left in the 
recess. He had sent the guards out twice to inquire if his advocate were 
coming to consult with him. As of yet, she had not responded. 

The knock at the door surprised him. He took in a deep breath to calm 
himself and after a delay he finally said, “Come in.” 

Axel opened the door slowly, seeming tentative about how to proceed. 
She stood in the doorway looking at him, then came to a decision, shutting 
the door firmly behind her and walking briskly across the room to stand 
facing Dane with the conference table between them. 

“Are you here as my executioner, my advocate, or my ally?” he said. 

“For now, your advocate.” Dane exhaled and began to smile at her. She 
held up a cautioning hand. “Don’t misunderstand me, Cochrane,” she 
warned. “I still think it’s possible you are deceiving me. However, the 
incident with the PKI on board the Starliner has given me some idea that 
perhaps, perhaps, you are not party to these atrocities.” 

Dane pressed his uniform jacket with his hands nervously. “So you will 
help me?” 

She nodded. “I am considering it. But first you will answer some 
questions for me. Sit down,” she motioned to one of the leather chairs and 
then sat down opposite him. “Did your father ever have dealings with the 
PKI?” 

“As far as I know, no. We were against the Imperial constabulary in any 
form, and always opposed funding for it in the Kallaket.” 

She paused a moment, considering. “That could make you more than a 
few enemies in the Imperial court.” Dane nodded. 

“True, but enough to want to kill the Director’s heir?” 

Her brow furrowed as she contemplated. “Maybe, maybe not. Second 
question. Did your father communicate with you personally during your 
time on Corant?” 

“Yes, often, by cable.” 

“Only by cable?” Axel was surprised. “Never by open longwave?” 

“No.” 

“Did he write you any personal letters?” 

“No, but the cables always carried his signet.” 

She shook her head. “Cochrane, you have lived a naive existence. Did 
it occur to you those cables could be forged and the signet stolen?” 


Dane was chagrined. “Well, it has occurred to me lately, but not while I 
was on Corant. All seemed normal at the time. The cables were very 
detailed.” 

“I’m sure they were. How did you first hear about the rebellion?” 

Dane scratched his head. “On Imperial newscasts, I think. And some 
conversations at the Academy.” 

“He never spoke of it? Your father I mean?” 

“Only in passing. It seemed a small thing, until-” 

“Until I came along. I know,” She stood and paced the room. Dane 
watched her admiringly, noting every tug of the uniform on her body. He 
still found it difficult to separate her beauty from her intentions toward 
him. Intentions he was glad to see now appeared to be changing. 

“Cochrane,” she said, turning back to him. “If these atrocities are your 
father’s doing, would you fight against him?” 

Dane looked at her with something approaching incredulity. “I won’t 
lie to you and say it would be easy, but I believe that I could. Put principle 
before family, if that’s what you mean, yes.” 

She leaned towards him with her hands on the table, looking deep into 
his eyes. “Is it plausible Cochrane, that someone, somewhere, would have 
the power to push your father aside and usurp the Chair of Quantar, and 
hold it for nearly five years?” 

He looked up at her. “Plausible? Perhaps. Possible? Definitely. But 
they would have to have two things. Enough power to recruit the PKI, and 
help from the inside,” he said. 

“Inside the Quantar military?” 

Dane shook his head. “Inside the Palace.” 

She sat down heavily at this, pulling on her lower lip as she raced 
through the possibilities in her mind. She began speaking her posits out 
loud. 

“To recruit the PKI you would have to have strong Imperial 
connections. That rules out most of the powerful families, they wouldn’t 
risk the wrath of their fellow Directors if they got too close to Pendarkin. 
An Imperial governor might have the power, if he were ambitious enough, 
and willing to sacrifice a great deal of political capital. As far as inside the 
Palace-“ at this she stood bolt upright. “Oh my God!” 

“What?” Dane’s heart raced as he saw the look of recognition on her 
face. She had pieced something very vital together. “What?” he said again. 


“Dane,” she said slowly- he found he liked the way his name sounded 
when she spoke it- “There is a man who is going to testify, a Quantar junior 
officer named Layton. He saw...” she stopped abruptly. 

“I know the man. Go on!” he insisted. She swallowed hard before 
speaking again. 

“This man, Lieutenant Layton, he saw your brother, Arin...” She 
cleared her throat uncomfortably. “Saw him torture a prisoner to death.” 

“When?” 

“Nearly two years ago.” 

Dane’s mind raced with the possibilities. He saw only one dark 
conclusion. “Axel, you must help me. We have to get to Quantar!” 

“I know Dane. But first-” An alarm bell sounded, interrupting Axel. 
Immediately two guards opened the door and came into the room. 

“T’m sorry, Colonel. Orders from General Tannace. We’re to take him 
right in. The trial’s starting again.” Then they stood on either side of Dane 
and rushed him up and out the door, leaving the surprised Axel staring after 
him. 


= 


11. 
ny 


hen all were seated in the courtroom again, the judge nodded to 
Tannace to begin the afternoon session. Tannace stood. 


“Your honor, the prosecution calls Lieutenant Andrew Layton to the 
stand,” he said. 

Lt. Layton stepped forward from a crowd of Quantar officers and 
proceeded to the dais. After being sworn in he settled down into the 
witness stand, cap removed and set in his lap, ready for what would 
obviously be a well-rehearsed line of questioning. Axel, now sitting beside 
Dane again after their brief separation, paused to make a note on her 
papers. Dane bent near her to whisper. 

“Not now!” she whispered first, before he could open his mouth. “Trust 
me.” Dane looked at her closely, trying to analyze her thoughts and being 
totally unable to do so. 

Tannace walked slowly up to the witness stand, reviewing his notes as 
he came, more for effect than any need to review his questions. After a 
moment he abandoned his ruse and tucked the LCD under his arm. 

“Lieutenant Layton, would you tell the court what you observed on the 
night of March 7th of the Earth Standard year 3949 A.D.?” he said. Layton 
nodded. 

“Yes sir. I had been held prisoner for almost six months, having been 
arrested upon my return from a two year tour of duty with the Quantar 
Marines in the Cloud Rim. On that particular night I was being moved 
from a large holding cell to a smaller area, where they usually took 
prisoners who weren’t coming back.” 

“You mean, they were taking you to a place to be executed?” said 
Tannace. 

“Yes, sir. That’s what was done.” 

“Go on.” 

“Well, sir, I was being moved by a group of four troopers when we 
happened past a medical unit. It was well known amongst us prisoners that 


these were torture cells. Anyway, as we were going by the cell an Imperial 
Commandant opened the door and came through in a big hurry. He bumped 
one of the men guarding me and the non-com dropped his gun. They all 
stopped to let this Commandant go past. He was yelling curses at the 
guards for being so stupid. That kind of thing. As he yelled I could see 
clearly past the men and into the room.” 

“And what did you see?” asked Tannace. Layton swallowed hard. 

“I saw the Prince Regent, sir.” 

“Prince Arin?” 

“Yes sir.” 

“What was he doing?” Layton inhaled deeply before responding. 

“He was torturing a man I knew, from my unit, with a laser scalpel sir.” 
Tannace nodded. 

“T’m sorry, I know how difficult this must be for you, but I must ask 
these questions. How long did you observe him?” 

“About fifteen seconds,” Layton shifted in his chair. The general 
consulted his pad again to give Layton time to compose himself. 

“And are you sure it was the Prince Regent, Prince Arin? Son of 
Director Nathan Cochrane and the brother of Dane Cochrane?” 

“Yes sir, Pm sure. I’ve seen his pictures enough to know his face sir.” 

“And he was conducting this torture personally?” 

“Yes sir. There were some men in Quantar uniforms, and some in 
Imperial colors with him.” Again Tannace nodded. 

“And what were these soldiers doing?” 

“Just watching sir.” 

Tannace paused a moment, breathed deeply for effect, then played his 
final card. 

“Anything else that you noticed about the Prince Regent, Lieutenant?” 

Layton straightened in his chair. “Yes, sir, there was.” 

“Please tell the court what you saw.” Layton looked down at his hands, 
held tight over the cap in his lap. 

“He was smiling,” said Layton in a low voice. There was a low rustle 
through the crowd. Tannace let the moment hang, letting the words echo in 
the minds of the people present. He turned to the Defense table. 

“Your witness,” he spat the words at Dane, staring past Axel to confront 
him directly. Dane began to stand, unsure what he was going to ask Layton, 
but Axel was already up beside him. 


“Your honor,” she said, approaching the bench. “I wish to be reinstated 
as primary advocate for Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar,” This sent another 
ripple of whispered conversation through the crowd. The judge peered at 
her through his wrinkled eyelids. 

“Is this request in earnest?” he said. Axel nodded. 

“Yes, your honor. I now feel I can give Sire Cochrane an adequate 
defense. I have... resolved my differences with him, at least for the 
moment.” 

Tannace shifted uneasily in his chair. It was clear he had expected this, 
but his disappointment and anger at Axel was obvious in the stiff set of his 
jaw line. The judge addressed Dane. 

“Mr. Cochrane, do you have any objections to her reinstatement?” 

“No sir,” Dane said without hesitation. 

“You wave all grounds for appeal on this basis? 

“Yes, your honor, I do.” 

The judge shuffled papers again for a moment. “Then proceed, Colonel 
Noiman.” 

Axel turned to Dane. 

“Let me handle this,” she said confidently. Dane managed a small 
smile. 

“All right,” he said. Layton was clearly unnerved by this unexpected 
turn of events and looked to Tannace as Axel approached. Tannace nodded 
reassuringly. 

“Lieutenant Layton,” said Axel. “The other men in the room, you said 
they were Quantar military men and Imperial Troopers. Did you recognize 
any of them?” 

He shook his head. “No.” 

“During your incarceration did you ever recognize a Quantar officer 
who imprisoned you?” 

Again the shake. “No.” 

“Did anyone you knew or talked with ever recognize any of the men 
wearing Quantar uniforms that were working with the Imperial troops?” 

“No, I never heard anyone say so.” 

“So how do you know they were Quantar Guardsmen? Couldn’t they 
have been Imperial troops in Quantar uniforms?” 

Layton nodded reluctantly. “I suppose they could have been, ma’am.” 


“So is it possible that while this young man, Sire Dane Cochrane, of our 
home world, true heir to the Directorship, was on Corant, that Imperial 
Troopers with help from inside the palace, say from the Quantar Prince 
Regent, usurped the Chair and brought about the oppression we now live 
under?” 

Layton swallowed hard again. “I couldn’t say so one way or the other, 
ma’am.” 

Axel pounced, raising her voice and her tempo. “But you can say that 
you never saw Director Nathan Cochrane involved in any of these 
atrocities, correct?” 

Layton hesitated a moment, taken back by her aggressiveness. 

“Correct, ma’am. I never saw the Director involved.” 

Axel stepped up, holding on to the railing of the witness stand and 
raising herself up to look the much larger Layton in the eye. “Did you, in 
fact, or any one you know or ever heard of, ever see Director Nathan 
Cochrane at all in the last five years?” 

Layton tried to look past her to Tannace. “Keep your attention on me 
Lieutenant!” snapped Axel, raising her voice. Tannace opened his mouth to 
protest, but Kobin’s hand on his arm stopped him. 

“Well Lieutenant?” Layton swallowed hard. 

“No, ma’am, I’ve not heard it said anyone’s seen him.” Axel nodded at 
this and stepped away from the witness stand, circling towards Tannace and 
Kobin, past Dane and then back to Layton. 

“Then where is he?” 

Layton looked to Tannace again, but the stony-faced general offered 
him no help or even a look of encouragement. This was clearly a question 
he didn’t want asked, let alone answered. 

“T couldn’t say ma’am,” Layton said finally. Axel looked pointedly to 
Tannace. 

“No further questions,” she said, then walked deliberately back to the 
defense table, glaring at Tannace as she passed. He stared past her, as if she 
weren’t there. 

“Do you have any more witnesses, General Tannace?” asked the judge. 
Tannace rose slowly from the table, glanced at Kobin, who shook his head. 

“Not at this time your honor. However we do ask that the sworn 
testimonials we have delivered to the court be entered into the record. And 


let it be noted we stopped at two-hundred fifty documented atrocities, but 
could have submitted many more.” The judge nodded. 

“This evidence has been entered and already taken into account by this 
court,” he said. He turned to Axel. “Colonel Noiman? Do you wish to call 
any witnesses to refute the swom testimonials or the testimony given today 
in this court?” Axel stood up and looked back to Dane, then toward the 
judge. It was clear she had nothing to lose now, so she played her only 
card. 

“Your honor, I call Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar to the stand.” This 
sent a low hum of whispers through the assembled crowd. As Dane 
proceeded to the witness stand the chair was removed and he was sworn in, 
then turned in the stand to face Axel, hands on the railing. A moment of 
eye contact passed between them, the emotions they shared needing no 
words. It was make or break time. 

“Sire Cochrane,” Axel began. Tannace’s face turned red when he heard 
her use his title. “Where have you been the last five years, prior to your 
arrival at the Sanctuary?” 

“Before I was kidnapped by the PKI and brought here I spent the last 
five years at the Royal Director’s Training Academy on Corant,” he said. 

“And during that time you conversed with your father, Director Nathan 
Cochrane of Quantar?” 

“I received cables which bore his signet. There were no personal 
communications, no longwave’s or digital comms.” 

“Didn’t you consider this unusual?” 

Dane shrugged. “Not really. I’d never been off-planet before, and my 
father is rather a traditionalist, he is fond of writing personal letters. We did 
not make any special plans about what kind of communications I would 
receive before I left so when the cables started arriving I guess I just 
accepted them. They did bear his signet.” 

She nodded. “What was your first indication of trouble at home?” 

“T began hearing of rebel uprisings seven months after I arrived at the 
Academy. The cables dismissed them as nothing, the acts of a few pirates 
and outlaws.” 

Axel led him with the next question. “Now, you said the cables were 
sealed with your father’s signet. Can you tell us about a Director’s signet?” 

Dane picked up on her signal. “The signet is a special seal, genetically 
coded to match the DNA of the Director. Any document bearing the signet 


is as good as the rule of law to the bearer. It is an unquestioned seal of 
fidelity among the ruling families of the realm.” 

“And your father has the only access to the signet?” 

“No, the heir also has a coded clearance, in the eventuality of the 
sudden death of the Director. The signet can then be recoded to match with 
a new designated heir.” 

“So you have clearance to use the signet?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did your brother Arin, deposed as heir to Chair of Quantar, also have 
access to the signet?” 

Dane hesitated. “Yes, he did. But under Kallaket law he should have 
been removed when I became heir, if there was time.” 

Axel stepped toward him. “How long before you left for Corant did 
Arin return to Quantar in shame?” 

“Just three months.” 

“Long enough to get the signet recoded?” 

“Yes, if my father felt it was a top priority.” 

“Was it?” she asked. Dane paused, as if reluctant to continue. He 
bowed his head slightly as he spoke. 

“I know my father felt shame at what had happened. I suppose he might 
have planned to hold off on removing Arin until a more appropriate time. 
Arin’s expulsion was not made public, and with my mother gone so 
recently...” Dane trailed off, his voice cracking. “My father had been 
grieving over the loss of my mother less than a year before,” he said. “And 
there were times when he did not seem himself.” 

“How convenient,” said Tannace, now standing. “Your honor, I object. 
This line of questioning is very interesting from the standpoint of a civics 
lesson but otherwise seems to have no point.” 

The judge looked to Axel. “Is there a point, Colonel?” 

“Yes, your honor. And Pll make it with my next question. Sire 
Cochrane, could your brother have been the one sending those cables, to 
deceive you?” 

Dane looked up at the judge, who gave no hint that any of this was 
having an effect. “When I left Quantar, as far as I know, he still had access 
to the signet code.” 

“And in your opinion, was your father of sound enough mind and soul 
to assess whether he was in any danger of a plot from within the royal 


palace?” 

“Objection, your honor,” said Tannace. “This is pure conjecture, and 
she is leading the witness where she wants to go. Dane Cochrane of 
Quantar is on trial here for very specific and well-documented crimes 
against his people. All other considerations fall into the realm of fantasy.” 

“Ts the involvement of the PKI fantasy?” said Axel angrily, moving to 
stand near the prosecutor’s table and addressing Tannace directly. Tannace 
glared back at her, unwavering. “Is my near death at their hands a fantasy, 
General?” 

“Colonel,” said the judge. “Any possible links to other perpetrators are 
not relevant. You must refute the charges against your defendant 
specifically. If you do not, I will declare the defense phase of this trial 
over.” 

Axel turned back to the judge, incredulous. “Your honor, the 
involvement of the PKI is directly relevant to my defense. If they are 
involved-” 

“Very well,” said the judge, slamming his gavel down. “I declare the 
defense phase of this trial ended. The court will now render verdict.” 

Axel charged the dais. “You can’t do that! We’ve a right to make our 
defense!” Two guardsmen armed with energy rifles cut her off before she 
could reach the judge. Two similarly equipped guards then came up to 
Dane and put him in hand clasps. Axel could see the work of Tannace and 
Kobin now, and she felt shame and betrayal. It was obvious they had gotten 
to the judge and ordered a quick end to the trial. 

“Bailiff!” shouted the judge over a growing din of discontent. “Hold 
the Colonel and the defendant at their table!” The guards forced them both 
back towards the Defense table. 

“Devin!” she yelled as they dragged her back, “Is this your idea of 
justice?” 

“No more than that which the Cochrane’s provide,” he shouted as they 
both were forced behind the table. Once there the judge spoke quickly. 

“Dane Cochrane of Quantar,” said the judge. “You have been charged 
with multiple counts of murder, genocide, and many other atrocities too 
numerous to mention. You have presented your defense. I have found that 
defense lacking, and therefore pronounce you guilty of all crimes as stated 
to this court.” There was a low rush through the crowd. Disapproval, but 
clearly not enough support to overthrow the verdict. The judge continued. 


“The prosecution has the right to ask for the sentence. What does the 
prosecution say?” 

Tannace stood up. “We say, death!” With this the crowd was in an 
uproar, some people shouting encouragement to Dane, others epithets. The 
judge shouted over the din. 

“The sentence shall be death!” 

Someone yelled “Hang ‘im!” loudly enough for all to hear. This set the 
crowd to jostling and shoving, so much so that the Quantar guardsmen were 
forced to restrain them from moving forward past the railings. 

“You cannot do this!” Axel shouted at the judge above the noise. 
“Sanctuary law does not allow for executions! You must uphold the law!” 

“We are the law now!” yelled Kobin, standing next to Tannace, who 
was smiling a victory smile. Axel looked to the judge. 

“You must uphold the law!” she repeated. The judge ignored her. 

“Execution will take place in one hour!” he said. 

“There will be no execution.” 

The words had been spoken simply, without much regard for volume or 
the noise in the courtroom. They were spoken not with the youthful energy 
of resistance, as Dane or Axel might have spoken them, but with the 
authority of one who’s experience told him they would assuredly be 
followed. Dane, and everyone else in the courtroom, turned to look at the 
source of the new voice. Dr. Christian Rijkard stood in the center of the 
aisle way, behind both the prosecution and defense tables. How long he had 
been there Dane wasn’t certain. The black dinner clothes he had last seen 
him in had been replaced with a simple purple tunic, bearing the Sanctuary 
insignia. The room became swiftly silent. The judge stood frozen at the 
bench. 

“Rijkard!” Tannace yelled. “You’ve no right to interfere in this matter! 
We have jurisdiction over this court!” Rijkard took a single step into the 
center of the courtroom. 

“And I have jurisdiction over this Sanctuary, General. There will be no 
execution,” he said again. Tannace moved forward to challenge him. 

“We are the power here now. We determine what is justice!” At this 
Tannace began to pull his sidearm. Rijkard flashed a hand signal and in an 
instant a phalanx of white-clad Sanctuary guards came pouring into the 
courtroom through all doors; side, back, and center. Within seconds the 
Sanctuary Guard had surrounded Dane and Axel, Tannace and Kobin, and 


swarmed the judge’s dais. They disarmed the Quantar guards without a 
fight and took up positions blocking the crowd behind Dane and Axel, a 
dozen men across and three rows deep. Clearly these were crack troops. 

Tannace stood apart from the guards designated to restrain him, three of 
whom held their short rifles trained on the General. Rijkard surveyed the 
silenced room with approval, then approached Tannace. “General 
Tannace,” he started. “You are guests of this Sanctuary. You have the right 
to self-governance and even to enforce your own legal code. But you don’t 
have the right to murder.” 

Tannace shook his head in disbelief. “Do you really mean to release 
this scum? This traitor?” he said pointing at Dane with his free hand, pistol 
still cocked and ready. 

“This man is no traitor. He speaks the truth,” said Rijkard. “He is no 
party to the rape of your world, and neither is his father.” 

Tannace ripped off his cap and threw it to the floor in front of Rijkard. 
“This is your truth? The Cochrane’s are innocent? They are all corrupt and 
they will die, starting with this one!” He drew his pistol down to firing 
position, poised at his waist with both hands. The Sanctuary Guards kept 
their weapons trained on him as Rijkard stood between Tannace and Dane. 

“I warn you, General. You must choose which direction we take here. 
Destruction for many of us if you pull that trigger, or freedom for one. 
Your choice.” Tannace glared at Rijkard for a long moment, then withdrew 
his sidearm, slapping it hard into the holster. 

“Stand down!” he shouted to his men, clearly frustrated he had come so 
close to victory and then been denied. “Is he to walk free?” he said to 
Rijkard, pointing at Dane. “If I see him among the people I will kill him.” 

“Tf you do I will have you and your units put off this planet, to fend for 
yourselves. To kill him would be wrong.” 

“Why?” 

“Because he is the only one who can save you.” The crowd stirred at 
this, some people shouting for justice, for Dane’s death. Axel extricated 
herself from the Quantar guards who held her and approached Rijkard. 

“As leader of the Sanctuary you have the right to grant Dane asylum, 
will you?” Axel asked of Rijkard. 

“Under the law of the Imperial Sanctuary I hereby grant Sire Dane 
Cochrane of Quantar full asylum with all the privileges of being a free 
citizen of the Sanctuary,” said Rijkard. He nodded to the judge. 


“Your honor, under the law of the Imperial Sanctuary and my rights as 
its leader, I hereby dismiss this court and all charges against the accused.” 
The judge slammed down his gavel without a word and left the room 
quickly, unwilling to face the wrath of Tannace or his men. 

Dane held his hands out as the Sanctuary guards removed the 
restraining clasps. He rubbed at his wrists as Tannace stepped forward to 
face him. Sanctuary troops stood between them. Tannace pointed at Dane. 

“You will die, Cochrane, by my own hand!” 

Dane shook his head. “I do not intend to die sir, not anytime soon. And 
not until I have rescued my father and our world from the tyranny it lives 
under,” he said evenly. Tannace eyed the Sanctuary guards warily, looked 
once to Axel, then spat, missing Dane. 

“Fall out!” he shouted, waving his arm to have his men follow him. 
The Quantar guards shuffled quietly out of the courtroom, disarmed, 
discouraged, and disbelieving. 

Axel hugged Dane and kissed him on the cheek. “Now,” she said, “the 
hard work begins.” 

Dane, taking the congratulations of the Sanctuary Guards, only nodded. 
He stepped up to face Rijkard and shook his hand in gratitude. 

“Tt is nice to finally have an ally in this fight,” he said. Rijkard looked 
to Axel. 

“I would say that you have two allies, young Sire.” Dane looked 
towards Axel, who smiled even more, then looked across the courtroom to 
the empty prosecution table. 

“We will still need one more, I fear, if we are to truly win this battle.” 
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ane arrived the next day at a large manor house in the countryside, 
D several miles from the Cathedral. Rijkard had explained that it 
would allow for a “cooling off period” after the trial and an opportunity for 
he and Axel to negotiate a peaceful resolution to the conflict with General 
Tannace. Despite the advice, Dane was reluctant to leave. “Go,” Axel had 
said. “I have work to do here among the Quantari officers. We will need 
allies.” So he had accepted the situation, and left via Sanctuary Guard 
military escort. 

After three days of hot baths, good meals, massages, and combing the 
library for anything he could find on Earth history, Dane was impatient for 
the arrival of his new allies and any word from their negotiations. 

The morning of the fourth day brought just such a communiqué. Axel 
was to arrive at 0900 with a contingent of Quantar soldiers who had agreed 
to join Dane’s cause. Rijkard stated that there would be a ceremonial war 
game in two week’s time for symbolic leadership of the Sanctuary Defense 
Forces. It would be an opportunity for Dane to prove himself as a military 
commander to the Quantar regulars. It would also be an opportunity for 
Tannace to seek out his revenge. Dane readily accepted the challenge. 
Anything was better than waiting around for the winds to change. 

Dane burned the time by going on a two mile run around the training 
grounds. It did not escape his notice that several units of Sanctuary Guard 
cadets were practicing combat drills on the mist-covered field. After 
breakfast and a quick shower, he was more than ready for the arrival of his 
friends, busily pacing behind the main gates in a Sanctuary Guard uniform a 
full twenty minutes before the hour. 

An armored personnel carrier pulled up precisely at 0900 hours. Five 
men dressed in the blue and orange of Quantar got out of the rear doors, 
followed by the welcome sight of Colonel Axel Noiman and the mercenary 
who had guarded Dane his first day on Earth. 


“Tt was all I could get,” she said, hoisting a pack of training supplies 
over her shoulder while the mercenary and the men unpacked their 
knapsacks from the back of the carrier. “Tannace has them all afraid of 
retribution. These brave souls were the only ones who had the guts to 
challenge him.” 

Dane nodded, masking his disappointment at the poor turnout. “And 
you Colonel? Will you stay and be my Lieutenant?” Dane said. She smiled 
back at him. 

“I can’t, Dane. I must prepare my own unit for the games.” 

“But I need you here.” 

She nodded. “I know, but I think it’s best for us both if I remain in the 
Quantar compound. Tannace will accept me back. I can find out more 
about his plots if I’m close to him. It will be safer for you if I have access 
to that information. And like it or not, you are still the royal heir to the 
chair of Quantar, and I am sworn to protect you. The best way to do that is 
to be as close to Tannace and that little mite Kobin as possible.” 

“Axel,” Dane said, turning away from the soldiers and leading her by 
the arm few steps. “You’re sure it’s for the best? To remain behind? Will 
Tannace trust you now?” 

She looked away from him, thinking. “He will eventually allow me 
back in, he needs me. And there is something else you have not 
considered.” 

“What?” She looked pensively at him for a moment. 

“There is still the possibility that you may be lying. If you are, I’m 
setting Quantar up for grave misfortune. If you’re not, I’m willing to help, 
to a point. But you must win them to the Cochrane family flag yourself. 
That I can’t do for you.” 

He crossed his arms. “Can I at least assume then that these six men are 
an admission that you believe me?” 

She nodded. “For now,” she said. “I want to trust you, Dane, but it’s 
very hard. There’s a lot of history, many emotions- to work through.” 

“T know,” he said, eyes fixing on hers. He sensed the deep pain in her 
again, then she broke their eye contact. 

“There is one more thing,” she said. Dane nodded acceptance, 
preparing for the worst. 

“And what might that be?” he asked. Her face held a more sympathetic 
look this time, as if she wanted to soften the blow of her next words. 


“You may never be able to win their loyalty.” He clenched his arms 
tighter around him. 

“In which case I am expendable.” 

“Yes, she said, completely emotionless. “The fight must go on, Dane. 
I’m sorry.” 

Dane bit his upper lip, angry at the mere thought of being excluded 
from the rescue of his home world. 

“Then the fight goes on,” he said finally, taking the pack from off her 
shoulder and hoisting it on his own. “I will see you on the battlefield, 
Colonel Noiman.” He bowed slightly, then turned and walked briskly away 
from her. 

“I want you men assembled on the training ground at ten-hundred 
hours,” he yelled over his shoulder at the small group of loyalists. 

“Dane,” he heard her call after him once, but he kept walking toward 
the manor house, firm lock to his jaw, determined not to look back at her. 
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AT PRECISELY 1000 HOURS the six men under Dane’s command stood 
at attention on the training field. One of them was Layton, the young man 
who had testified for the prosecution at his trial. This pleased Dane. 

“Would you be my Lieutenant, Mr. Layton?” 

Layton inclined his head towards Dane before answering. “I would be 
honored, Sire.” 

Dane sensed hesitation in his answer. “Is there something else?” 
Layton looked down the line at the other Quantar officers. 

“Permission to speak freely, Sire?” he said. 

“Always, under my command, Mr. Layton, always.” 

Layton took a step forward. “Sire, these men and I, all except the 
mercenary, we’re loyal to the flag, to Quantar. We all have someone to 
rescue, or avenge. It wasn’t easy for us to leave the Quantar compound. 
General Tannace and his men are good people, military leaders of the 
highest honor and skill. It is our desire to see you and the General work 
together, to free Quantar. We felt that by coming here we could add 
something to the cause, to try to bring you and the General together. But 
we took a big risk. We can’t go back. General Tannace said that any man 
who left the compound could never go back in. We’ve risked everything to 


come here and follow you. None of them would be here if I hadn’t 
convinced them to come. And-” 

Dane cut him off. “And you want to know if I told the truth, in the 
courtroom.” 

Layton stared Dane straight in the eye. “Yes,” he said. Dane pondered 
this a moment, looking to each of the men in turn. 

“Do you each have your field daggers?” The men all nodded, except 
for the mercenary. Dane went to him. 

“What is your name?” The huge shaggy man raised his head proudly. 

“Brake, Sire.” 

“Brake. We will get you issued a proper Quantar field dagger as soon as 
possible.” 

“Don’t want one,” He said gruffly. Dane turned back to him, 
inquisitive. 

“A field dagger is the highest honor for a newly commissioned officer 
in the Quantar military. You don’t want that honor?” Brake hesitated a 
moment before responding. 

“Sire, I’ve seen what this Empire does to people on a dozen different 
worlds. I hate it. I don’t follow you because I wanna be one of you. I 
follow you because you’re the one who’s going to bring the Empire down.” 

Dane shook his head in disbelief. “Me? Bring down the Empire? I’m 
not sure I want to do that even if I could.” He stepped away from the huge 
man. 

“Good enough then, Brake, no dagger, and no rank. You work 
exclusively forme. Now as for the rest of you,” he pointed at the Quantar 
men, “Draw your field daggers.” They did as instructed. Dane walked 
back to stand in front of Layton. 

“Mr. Layton, do you know you are in violation of Quantar law? 
Wearing a weapon in the presence of one of your royal family?” 

“Aye, Sire.” 

“Good. I hereby give you and all your men permission to wear your 
field daggers in my presence at all times. In fact I order you to wear them 
in my presence. If you see me do anything which compromises the mission 
of rescuing Quantar, if you see me take any action which would violate the 
goal of rescuing her from her oppressors, your orders are to strike me dead 
without hesitation. Is that clear?” 


They all nodded, then Layton said. “You could give orders to have 
Sanctuary troops protect you.” 

Dane thought about this a moment. “You’re right, I could. But at some 
point you must begin to have faith in me. You have come a long way, you 
have left the compound. Now you must make your decisions. I have given 
you all I have, permission to kill me if I am disloyal. What do you say?” 

Layton eyed Dane nervously, then sheathed his dagger. The others 
followed suit. 

“We accept, Sire. What are your orders?” 

“Dr. Rijkard has provided a list of able Sanctuary men who are anxious 
to join our cause. Assemble them into five equal squads, each commanded 
by one of you Quantar regulars. I have ordered materials to be sent to us. 
When they arrive I want you to begin building a jump tower.” 

Layton cocked his head at this. “A jump tower?” 

“Yes, Mr. Layton, a jump tower. We will begin practicing for the aerial 
drop at the beginning of the contest.” 

“No strategy, Sire?” 

Dane hesitated before replying to let Layton know of his disapproval. 
The men had to get used to taking his orders unquestionably. “It’s better if 
you leave the strategy to me. I want the tower up and men jumping by 
noon, Mr. Layton. Don’t disappoint me. Later this afternoon we’ll work on 
our endurance drills. Get to it.” 

“Aye, Sire.” 

“Brake,” said Dane, motioning for the mercenary to follow him, 
“You’re with me.” 

The two men began walking towards the manor house. “Where’re we 
going, Sire?” 

“To plan strategy. I have some very interesting tasks ahead for you.” 

Brake just smiled. 
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“IT LOOKS TO BE A GOOD plan, Sire,” said Brake, as Dane stood sifting 
through maps laid out on an oversized strategy table in the manor house 
library. The wall behind them held a battle map of the valley where the 
games were to be fought next to a map of KendalFalk on Quantar. The far 
wall was all books two stories high, full of military histories and 
biographies Dane had been exploring in recent days. Close by two large 


picture windows were split by a burning fireplace with two leather 
davenports set facing each other. Outside dual French doors a stone 
balcony overlooked the training field below. The two men stood at the 
table, conversing on Dane’s initial training plans. 

“Yes. The first thing I noticed was how similar the terrain is to the 
valley around KendalFalk, and the North Palace,” he pointed to the map 
behind him. 

“Use this as the proving ground for the assault on Quantar?” 

Dane smiled at the innate intuitiveness of the mercenary. “You see my 
plans well, Brake. But this is only a game. Quantar will be real. And right 
now we’re many light years away from Quantar.” He sighed. 

“We’ve been talking all morning, Sire. Perhaps it’s time for a break.” 

“No, I want to keep going. How are the men doing?” 

Brake went to the window and looked out. 

“Tower’s nearly ready, Sire. Looks a full twenty meters. Ace men. 
They got that tower up ina hurry. Should I have them work on endurance 
drills now?” 

“No. Half an hour for lunch and then back at it until 1530 hours. Then 
two hours of endurance training, no break in between. I want them to be 
able to do this jump in their sleep.” 

“Aye, Sire,” Brake hesitated. “Won’t your men be upset at takin’ orders 
from a mercenary?” 

Dane eyed the man for a moment. “We’re all mercenaries now, Brake,” 
he said. Dane saw hesitation in him for the first time, then sought to 
alleviate it. “Are you sure you understand the basic plan?” he said. 

The mercenary returned from the window. 

“Aye, Sire. How many additional men will I get for the assault on the 
camp?” 

“None for our part of the plan. Just you and me. If we need more than 
that then we’ ll have already failed. If everything goes well we’ll catch 
them all asleep.” 

Brake crossed his arms across his massive chest. “One thing I don’t 
understand, Sire. How will capturing another squad help us? We still won’t 
be in the best position to reach the goal.” 

Dane nodded. “True, but my intention is not speed, Brake, it’s to slow 
the others down. Bunch them up. Force them to fight each other. From the 
confusion you and I should be able to break through and grab the prize.” 


“Aye, but what of it? We don’t even know what it is.” 

“I can only assume that the good Dr. Rijkard has that part of things well 
in hand.” He shrugged casually as he sifted the maps again. “I guess PI 
know what to do when we get there.” 

Dane paused, then went to the map of KendalFalk on the rear wall. He 
stared at it a long time in silence. 

“T wish I was there now,” he said. 

“First things first,” the voice was unmistakable. Dane turned to see Dr. 
Rijkard standing in the library doorway, hands on hips. The adorned 
Sanctuary uniform he had last seen him in was replaced now by a simple 
utility uniform of form-fitting black with no crest or insignia to identify his 
rank, much like the dinner clothes he had worn on the Starliner. It spoke of 
simplicity, and determination. 

“I wondered when you’d come,” said Dane. Rijkard simply nodded and 
then turned his eyes on the mercenary. 

“Um, Brake,” started Dane. “Why don’t you get together a crew from 
the Sanctuary Guard, not any of our current men, and raise the tower for 
tomorrow.” 

“Raise it? They haven’t even started jumping yet!” Brake said. 

“Make it thirty meters for tomorrow. And make sure the men don’t 
know about it until after today’s jumps. Tomorrow we’ll jump from 0830 
to 1400 without a break.” 

“With only one day’s training? That’ll be dangerous.” Dane nodded. 

“Brake, from now on, everything we do will be dangerous.” 

“Aye, Sire,” he said, eying Dane with a wary look. Dane returned his 
stare, unwilling to let him see even a hint of compassion from his 
commander. Brake finally nodded acceptance, bowed slightly to Rijkard, 
and then hurried from the room. Rijkard watched him go, then came up to 
stand across the table from Dane. 

“You seem to choose odd allies,” he said. Dane returned to the maps on 
the table without answering immediately. When he was ready he spoke 
without looking up. 

“T choose my allies from those who have chosen to follow me,” he said. 
“Not that I’ve that much to choose from.” He sifted the maps absently 
again. “Brake is good man. Perhaps not of royal character like you or I, 
but not all battles are won by the virtuous.” 


Rijkard changed the subject quickly. “The preparations for the war 
game are going well, I take it?” he said. 

“Well enough,” replied Dane evenly. “Considering that we’ve drawn 
the worst possible tactical position. Your doing, I take it?” 

Rijkard nodded. “It wouldn’t be fair any other way. The other units 
have been practicing for a month. Moving any of them to make room for 
you would raise complaints. And we can’t afford dissension in the ranks 
just now.” 

Dane eyed him with a mixture of curiosity and distrust. Not distrust of 
the man, but of the motives. He decided not to press the question and 
changed subjects again. “I’ve noticed that the terrain around the game field 
is remarkably similar to the area of the North Palace, near KendalFalk. A 
coincidence?” Dane asked. Rijkard shifted his feet slightly at this. 

“There are no coincidences with God, young man.” 

Dane shook his head in response. “Doctor, is this contest rigged for me 
to win?” 

Rijkard shook his head. “Is the plan you made original, or stolen?” 

“Original.” 

“Then trust it. And trust yourself. God is with you, Dane Cochrane.” 

Dane eyed him warily. “I don’t feel as though your God has the 
slightest interest in me, doctor,” he said. Rijkard pulled at his gray beard, 
eyeing Dane silently. This made Dane uncomfortable. Rijkard had 
certainly saved him at the trial, and on the Starliner for that matter, but how 
far would he be willing to help him succeed in the larger task of rescuing 
Quantar? 

“As always, the task just ahead seems the most overwhelming,” said 
Rijkard. “But can a man live more than one day at a time? Focus. Do 
what is in front of you first, then all things will become clear.” 

Dane looked at the map of KendalFalk and sighed, avoiding the 
question. “The men you have provided are very good. Are all your 
Sanctuary troops so well trained?” 

“Most. As always, each has his own gifts. We let each man find what 
he is best at, then we let him do it.” 

“Remarkable idea,” Dane said. Rijkard pulled papers from his tunic and 
handed them to Dane. 

“T have brought you a requisition list of equipment available for the 
contest. I feel I must inform you that since your squad was entered so late 


most of the good equipment was already claimed.” 

Dane took the list and scanned it. 

“We will all have the same laser targeted rifles and registers, won’t 
we?” 

“Yes,” 

“And there is no way to rig the registers to not record a kill?” 

“The system is foolproof. Cheating is not possible.” 

“And all the equipment listed here has been discarded by the other 
squads?” 

“Tt is true that they have already claimed what they wanted. You get 
only what they did not want.” 

Dane looked over the list, circled a set of items and handed it back to 
Rijkard, who glanced at the list. 

“Then we will win,” said Dane. 

“You’re very confident.” Dane nodded. 

“Determined, actually doctor. Tannace has unknowingly left us exactly 
the resources we will need. When we’re done, and the prize is mine, I will 
have to fight him. You realize that?” 

“Fight him for leadership?” 

Dane shook his head. “For control. Control is what he craves. It’s 
what they all crave. Deny it from him by denying him victory at every 
turn. You will frustrate your enemy into a mistake. And then you have 
him.” 

“You sound very confident.” 

Dane put his hands on his hips and looked down at the maps again. 
“Once his hold over the Quantar forces is broken I can assume control. 
Then he will have to come to me if he wishes to remain in the rescue force.” 

Dane felt Rijkard watching him, probing. Dane looked up at him with 
unwavering eyes. 

“And if he won’t follow you?” said Rijkard. 

Dane sighed again. “Then I must kill him.” 

“Will the soldiers of Quantar follow a murderer, then?” 

“No, but they will follow a soldier who won the right to lead in battle.” 

“But?” 

“But we will be the weaker for losing him. It will make things more 
difficult, but not impossible. Mark my words, doctor. Nothing will stand 
between me and rescuing my father, and Quantar.” 


Rijkard nodded, acknowledging the determination in him. “I will take 
my leave of you, then. Your supplies will be here by 0600.” 

“Thank you.” 

Rijkard stared at him a moment longer, then bowed slightly and 
departed. Dane watched him go, then went to lifted his comm phone to his 
lips. 

“Brake!” he said. “Get back in here. We’ve more work to do.” Then 
he tossed the phone aside and leaned forward onto the table, determined to 
find a break in the links of General Devin Tannace’s command. 
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wo weeks later Dane’s unit was nearly ready for the games. 
T Dane watched from the ground as the last squad took their turns 
at the end of the afternoon jump session. Most of the men made their jumps 
smoothly, without even a hint of hesitation. The Sanctuary troops had 
obviously made a number of jumps before. The lone holdout was a Quantar 
man, Myrick. Dane had demoted him from Corporal on account of 
problems with his jumps. Brake had taken over his unit and served double 
duty as Dane’s Lieutenant. Myrick stood at the top of the tower, hesitating. 
Dane saw him look down in his direction, then jump. 

His technique was awful. He panicked almost instantly and began 
flapping his arms wildly. This only served to pull him further off course. 
Dane could see he was in real danger of missing the pad. Even with the 
pony chute open he still carried enough velocity to be killed. 

“Shit!” Dane muttered, then broke into a dead run for the pad. A 
phalanx of soldiers who had been shouting encouragement to Myrick came 
with him. Myrick landed awkwardly near the edge of the pad. It broke his 
fall some but he slid off and fell hard to the ground. The men all gathered 
around, expecting the worst. 

Myrick lay on his side gasping for air. 

“Give him room, men,” yelled Dane, then backed them off with 
outstretched arms. Within a few seconds it was apparent Myrick had the 
wind knocked out of him, but nothing more serious. 

“I’m sorry, Sire,” he said from a prone position. 

“You gave us all a scare, Mr. Myrick. But I’m glad to see I won’t have 
to replace you. All right, let’s call it a day,” he said to the crowd. The men 
all cheered. “Tomorrow I want you all to rest and pack your chutes 
carefully, both of them.” 

“Sire, if you don’t mind my asking,” it was Myrick, now on his feet. 
“Why have we spent all this time practicing with the pony chutes? We get 
full chutes for the drop.” 


“As a matter of fact, I do mind you asking, mister Myrick. But I tell 
you what, I promise you’ll hear all about it at a briefing dinner tomorrow 
night at 1800. In the meantime,” he raised his voice at this, “I want you all 
to go have a good meal, and sleep in tomorrow. We rise at 0400 the next 
day and hit the air at 0530. Dismissed.” The men all gave a good natured 
war whoop and then broke ranks, heading for their rooms in the training 
house. 
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DINNER WAS EXCELLENT, the chefs Rijkard had provided were as good 
as any on Quantar. When the meal had been cleared, Dane ordered the 
doors to the dining hall shut. Brake, Layton, and the other four Quantar 
officers were now isolated from the rest of the squads in the mess hall. 
Dane stoked the fire up himself and then nodded to Brake, who retrieved a 
set of large scale magnetic charts from a small room at the back of the hall. 
Once the charts were in place Dane addressed the men. 

“Gentlemen. You will notice from this chart that we have drawn the 
worst position of any squad in the competition. We are here,” he pointed, 
“Shown in red. Our adversaries are in blue,” he briefly noted the positions 
of the other six squads. “You will note that General Tannace has drawn a 
favorable position, near the footlands of the main valley and close to the 
river. By marching a full ten hours on the first day he should reach the pass 
first or second. Colonel Noiman’s squad has drawn the best position,” he 
moved the pointer to show her squad on the map. 

“We are up on this peak to the north, more than twelve hundred meters 
up. Normally we would have to make our way down the hillside, 
consuming at least a few hours, then fight our way through several other 
well-trained squads to reach the pass. No squad who has drawn our 
position has ever made it to the pass before sundown, when the competition 
rules state we must stop and make camp for the night. It is, in fact, a virtual 
certainty that we will not make the pass by nightfall, having only ten hours 
of daylight to make it. Therefore if we follow the conventional wisdom, we 
have no chance to win.” 

“But I say we do not follow the conventional wisdom. Colonel Noiman 
and General Tannace will no doubt be engaged by several squads 
commanded by junior officers trying to make an impression. This will slow 
them down, deplete their numbers some, but in the end they both will still 


end up in either first or second position by nightfall. The next morning at 
sunup when the competition begins anew they will no doubt skirmish for 
control of the pass before sending their runners through to try and reach the 
goal,” he moved the pointer to an orange dot on the far side of the pass. 
“Where one or the other of them will claim the prize and win the 
competition.” 

“But it is my intent to win this competition. How? You’re no doubt 
asking yourselves. This way,” Brake peeled the chart over to reveal the 
second page, more detailed than the first and showing a closer view of their 
drop point. “We will be dropped here, on the north peak of Mt. Si, at 
approximately 0600,” Dane pointed to a red dot on top of the mountain. 
“We will have one hour before daybreak in which to assemble our gear and 
begin marching. It must appear to our opponents that we are following the 
conventional wisdom and heading down the hillside. I have therefore 
decided that mister Myrick will lead squad four down the hillside and into 
the valley. Your orders are to appear as if you are our full unit of fifty 
men,” Dane paused. Myrick looked uncomfortable for a moment, then: 

“How, Sire?” he said. Dane peeled to a third chart. 

“This fold in the rock face. When you pass through it you go out of 
view of the field glasses of anyone in the valley. Your orders are to 
scramble back up the rock face using this stream bed, out of view of the 
valley below, and then come down the trail again. Five times, at fifteen 
minute intervals, to make it appear that our whole unit is coming down out 
of the hills. I want you to break up your file as well, pass the Corporals’ 
armband around each time. Swap your side arms. Make it appear that 
you’re a different group of men each time. Understood, Mr. Myrick?” 

“Yes, Sire!” came the enthusiastic response. 

“Once you’ve completed your task your orders are to make it as far into 
the valley as possible. Avoid any units you encounter except for General 
Tannace. I want you to dog his men at every turn, raise havoc. Slow them 
down as much as you can until you’ve all been registered as dead. I don’t 
want any of you taken prisoner.” 

“Pm glad this is only a war game!” said Myrick. The others all 
laughed, even Dane. 

“Meanwhile, the rest of the squad will travel south until we reach the 
south peak, here. It should take us no more than five hours.” 

“Then what?” This time it was Layton. 


“Then we make camp, raise our banner, take our afternoon meal, send 
spies to observe our adversaries in the valley below, and sleep.” 

“Sleep?” 

“Yes, mister Layton, sleep. We’re going to have a long night.” 

“Night marching isn’t allowed,” said Layton flatly. 

“T am aware of the competition rules Mr. Layton. As you have observed 
night marching is not allowed. However, there have been numerous 
historical cases of squads fighting skirmishes at night when they were 
camped next to each other. These were allowed. So fighting at night is 
accepted. That’s why sentries are posted. But in this case,” Dane brought 
back to the first chart, “I don’t believe from the positioning of the squads 
that there is much chance of night skirmishes this year. So, we will find 
another way. If you will note,” now back to the second chart, “We will be 
positioned almost directly over Colonel Noiman’s expected position. It will 
be dark at 1730. By 2130 most of her unit should be asleep. At 2200 we 
will make our assault.” 

“Assault? How?” said Layton. 

“With the pony chutes. We’ve been training with them for two weeks. 
Our men are skilled. The valley is low and flat, no jagged outcropping’s of 
rock. The weather report is for clear skies and a three quarter moon, plenty 
of light to see where we’re going,” Now he went to a fourth chart. “And 
this face of the mountain is perfect for making the jump. We’ll land just 
outside the camp, wait fifteen minutes, then move in. No kills. I want all 
of Colonel Noiman’s unit captured and held in quarters overnight. Brake 
and I will handle the assault on the Colonel’s tent. I intend to capture her as 
well. Remember, we’ll want things to appear as normal as possible within 
her camp to any outsiders, especially General Tannace. Any questions?” 

For a long moment no one said anything. Then Layton stood. 

“Just one, Sire. A twelve hundred meter drop with a pony chute is a 
tricky descent, even in daylight let alone at night.” 

“I know. That’s why every man will have a personal thrust pack to slow 
his drop.” 

“We’ve no training with them, Sire.” 

“Brake and I will train you, then we will demonstrate their use. It is my 
intent to be in Colonel Noiman’s camp when your assault begins.” 

“But you’ll be risking your life, Sire.” 


“Layton, if we don’t win this competition my life may not mean 
anything. I choose the risk. He looked around the room at his six charges, 
testing their mettle with his even gaze. “Are all of you with me?” he said 
louder. 

Then Layton raised his wineglass to Dane. 

“I am with you Sire!” he said loudly. The others all stood and raised 
their glasses as well. 

“We all are!” said Myrick. Dane lifted his glass in return. 

“Then let’s drink, to Quantar!” 

“Huzzah!” shouted Layton. The others all followed his lead. “Huzzah! 
Huzzah! Huzzah!” 

Then the men all emptied their glasses, and smashed them against the 
stonework fireplace. 
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he men had boarded their drop plane in an orderly manner at 0530. 
T Now it circled the designated area, looking for a good placement. 
The jet slowed to near-hover in midair, then began the process of rotating 
it’s wings to station keeping. 

“Get your men ready, Sire,” said the pilot, a sanctuary Guardsman. 
Dane nodded and moved back to check on his unit. All the men were well 
outfitted and more than ready to go. Every man watched closely as Dane 
checked his chute one last time. He peered down at the cockpit, where the 
co-pilot gave him a thumbs up. 

“Gather round men,” he said. He looked at them, one by one, seeing the 
determination in their eyes. Dane returned the looks of his squad 
commanders, silently acknowledging each one. Then he held out his hand 
to his commanders, and they answered with theirs. The other troops all 
repeated the scene with their fellow squad members. 

“To Quantar!” Dane called, “To victory!” 

“To victory!” they shouted in unison. 

Dane broke from his men and opened the jump door himself. It was 
dark but clear outside, the moon still visible near the far horizon. 

Dane stood in the doorway, hand on his chute release. He had made 
many jumps before, during training on Corant. But those were in the 
daytime, he reminded himself. Dane turned back to find the squad 
commanders lined up behind him as ordered. Layton, Myrick, Brake, then 
the others. Dane looked out once more to the moon and then jumped in one 
smooth motion, inflating his chute as soon as he cleared the aircraft. 

He looked back up to see his men following, one by one. He paid 
special attention to Myrick, the young man who had so much trouble with 
the jumps in practice. Then he realized he had drifted away from the main 
body of paratroops, off course due to his own distraction. 

Dane turned his attention to guiding himself in. Within a few minutes 
he and the five squads were all down and disposing of their main 


parachutes. 

He walked back to where the rest of the men were gathering, concern 
etched on his face. Brake, the mercenary, walked up to him. 

“Problem, Sire?” 

“No, looks like all went well.” 

“I meant with you,” 

Dane looked up at him sharply. 

“With me?” 

“Aye, you look very worried for your men. So worried that you almost 
lost your landing.” 

“T don’t want to lose any of them,” said Dane. 

Brake sighed, put his hands to his hips and looked at Dane with the eyes 
of a battle-tested veteran. 

“One of the rules of war is that good men die. Sometimes in battle, 
sometimes by accident. You need to get used to it, if you’re gonna lead this 
lot.” 

Dane glared back at him 

“You think I’m weak?” he said. Brake shook his head. 

“No, Sire, not weak. Compassionate. It’s a good trait in a ruler. But 
bad in a soldier,” then he walked away, leaving Dane staring hard after him. 
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ONCE THE SQUADS WERE formed Dane sought out Brake again. The 
mercenary was disposing of his prime chute. 

“Thank you,” said Dane, “for correcting me back there.” Brake grunted 
in response. 

“Mention it again and it’ll be another bad trait,” he replied. Dane 
smiled, then called his squad commanders. 

“Irl be light in twenty minutes. Assemble your squads and move out.” 

The men broke for their units. Dane watched as Myrick assembled his 
unit and moved out to the south, heading for the trail. The rest of the units 
passed him in four orderly lines, making for the south peak. 

Two hours later Dane ordered a halt for twenty minutes to take some 
food and fluids, then they moved out again. He saw no reason to push the 
men for such a short march. They arrived at the south ridge on schedule, 
and began setting up their camp. 

“Ready to send the scouts out, Sire,” said Brake. 


“No need. You and I will go.” 

“Us? Why?” 

“T want to check out the jump site myself in the light. And I want to 
check on the progress in the valley. Any objections?” 

“You’re in charge, Sire.” 

Dane nodded. 

“Mister Layton!” Dane called. Layton came running. 

“Yes, Sire.” 

“Hold my camp until I get back. Brake and I will scout the valley. 
Make sure the men are well fed and rested. Tonight will be a busy night.” 

“Aye, Sire,” said Layton, watching as Dane and the mercenary headed 
for the south peak ridge. 

“All right men, lunch break!” Layton shouted. The men all cheered at 
that. 
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DANE AND BRAKE WALKED a good twenty minutes from the camp in 
silence. As they approached the cliff’s edge they began to crouch lower, 
eventually ending up on their bellies. Dane pulled his field glasses out and 
set them for daylight mode, Brake doing likewise. From their position the 
valley was an open book. Axel’s unit was skirmishing with another group 
of twelve, a splinter squad from a larger unit. The splinter squad were 
obviously engaged in a diversionary tactic, trying to slow Axel’s unit 
down. Her men dispatched the rogues with a practiced ease, indicating a 
well-groomed veteran battle unit. They took the “killed” men prisoner, 
their chest targets glowing red to indicate their fate. Dane searched for 
Axel, finally locating her amongst a crowd of troops, pushing them on. 
Dane could see they were slightly behind schedule. She would have to 
whip them along to be in position by nightfall. 

“I see Myrick!” said Brake. “Southwest, on that tree-covered ridge!” 

Dane reset his glasses for longer range. Myrick had three men left 
besides himself, out of a starting complement of ten. They were perched on 
a hill, backs to Dane and Brake, firing down on a troop of men who were 
mostly out of sight beyond the ridge. 

“They’re sniping them!” said Dane. “Good man, Myrick! Uh-oh!” 

Dane could see two half-squads of five men each coming around the 
ridge from Myrick’s backside. “Watch out man!” 


“He sees them!” said Brake. Myrick sent one of his men to snipe the 
closest of the two half-squads, while he and the other two continued to 
shoot over the ridge at the unseen men below. The lone sniper kept firing at 
his targets, eventually picking off two. Then the second half-squad arrived 
and swarmed him and the rest of Myrick’s troop. They did manage to take 
one more with them. Dane watched as the troopers set up a stasis field and 
penned his men in. 

“Stasis field? They must be well behind schedule. How many men can 
you make out?” 

“Hold it, Pm counting,” said Brake casually. After a moment: “Thirty- 
three. Myrick did a good job. Looks like Tannace is still in the game 
though.” 

“All the better,” said Dane. He watched as Tannace and his men began 
to run, trying to make up lost time. Then he moved his focus back to Axel 
and her unit. They were now well positioned, marching to the northeast, 
right towards Dane and Brake. 

“Looks like things played out our way,” said Brake. 

“Yes. What time is it?” 

“Thirteen-thirty.” 

Dane put his field glasses down. “Let’s get out the field rations, time 
for lunch.” 

“Then what?” 

“Then move our unit into position, and get some sleep.” 
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WHEN THEY AWOKE IT was dark. Layton had brought the rest of the 
men forward and they were assembling for their designated jumps. Dane 
paused to check on Colonel Noiman’s progress, noting she was directly 
below, in almost perfect position. Maybe too perfect, he thought. 

“We’ll have to be careful Brake,” he said, watching the warm glow of 
her unit’s campfires. 

“You suspect a trap, Sire?” 

“Always, Brake. Always.” Dane continued searching until he found 
her command tent, made a note of it, then turned his attention to his unit. 

“Make sure your repelling packs are set properly,” said Dane. Each 
man in the unit checked his settings one last time. Dane looked around at 
the forty men assembled on the hilltop. Forty men willing to risk their lives 


for me in a crazy stunt to win a war game, he thought. Dane eyed them as 
they shuffled nervously, checking their pony chutes and trying to look 
relaxed. 

He decided he should make a speech, but no words came to him, so he 
just said: 

“This is our time, men. Brake and I will go down first, directly into the 
camp. The rest of you follow in two minutes, ten second intervals, two at a 
time, just like we practiced at the training ground. Use your chute controls 
and the repelling jets to land in the flatland outside the camp. Once you’re 
assembled, head into the camp in four squads. Remember, minimize kills, 
take as many prisoners as you can.” 

“Sire, why no kills?” asked Layton. 

“T have plans for them, Mr. Layton. All ready?” There were nervous 
nods all around. “Brake?” 

“Aye, Sire.” 

“Then let’s do it.” 

Dane and Brake stood together on the ridge. He looked out and saw a 
jagged outcrop about thirty meters down, made a mental note of it, then 
backed up four steps and ran off the edge of the cliff without looking back. 
He cleared the outcrop easily, air rushing past his face as adrenaline rushed 
through his body. He deployed the pony chute, the repelling jet arms 
swinging out on either side. He grasped them and began firing, the gentle 
hiss of released gases helping to slow his descent. He pumped the jets at 
regular intervals, swapping his hands with the chute controls to position 
himself in the air. Soon he was on target and at an acceptable drop rate. 

He switched his focus to Brake, noting by the hiss of jets that he was 
following closely. Two minutes later the ground was rushing up at him. He 
was barely thirty meters up and unable to use the jets for fear someone on 
the ground might hear them. The camp rushed up at him, but there were 
only two sentries in sight, both on the camp fringe looking west toward 
where an attack from general Tannace might come. The rest were asleep in 
their tents. 

Dane landed to the east, behind Axel’s tent, back to the hills. He 
fancied it to be a stylish landing, hitting hard and then rolling. He popped 
up quickly, cutting loose his chute and jets and whipping his coil rifle from 
his pack. Brake landed a moment later without rolling and cut himself 
loose as well. Dane was chagrined as the mercenary joined him. 


“Nice landing,” he said. 

“Uh-huh,” grunted Brake. “We’ll work on your style later, Sire.” 

“Uh-huh. Ready?” 

“Aye.” 

They moved out, Dane approaching Axel’s tent from the rear and then 
slithering along the north side. He could see the glow of a lantern light on 
in her tent. Dane peered around the front and saw two sentries talking 
quietly and seeming quite casual in their manner. Their rifles were at their 
sides. Dane shouldered his rifle and then walked out in front of them. 

“Say, there,” he said. “There’s a couple of parachutes out behind the 
tent, look like pony’s to me.” 

“Huh?” said the nearest guard. They both looked at him dumbfounded 
for an instant. Before they could respond Brake shot out from the side of 
the tent in a shoulder roll and popped up, tagging both men with his rifle. 

“Stand down,” he said. “You’re both dead now.” 

Dane pushed past the guards and into Axel’s tent, rifle drawn again. 
There was an outer area with a vacant table and two chairs in it. He went 
through to the next room and found Colonel Axel Noiman sitting at her 
desk, dressed in tight-fitting field fatigues, her right side to him, examining 
maps in the lamplight. There was a small cabinet between Dane and the 
desk, partially obscuring his view of her hands. She could have a weapon 
nearby, he thought. Without looking up she said, 

“Corporal, I asked for my tea at 2300. It’s only 2230.” Dane hesitated 
for the slightest of moments, savoring his next words. 

“T’m afraid the Corporal won’t be bringing you your tea tonight, 
madam.” 

Axel began to smile, then turned her head slowly to face Dane, keeping 
her hands in front of her on the desk. 

“Well, well. I am impressed,” she said. 

“As you should be,” Dane couldn’t contain his smile. “Colonel Axel 
Noiman of Quantar, I hear by place you under arrest and declare you a 
prisoner of these war games. Will you surrender your weapon?” 

“Tt’s there,” she pointed to the cot across the room, still smiling. Dane 
moved to the bed, his rifle poised on her, and deactivated her weapon. He 
also found her target and switched it to neutral, indicating her status had 
changed and she was now a Prisoner Of War. She leaned back in her chair 
casually. 


“You will give me all the rights afforded a prisoner under the 
Conventions of War?” she said. 

“Of course. We’re not without sympathy for our prisoners.” 

The sound of low-energy rifle fire could now be heard. Obviously a 
few of her men had decided to resist. They listened together for a few 
moments. 

“How did you get here? You know you’re not allowed to march at 
night,” she said. Dane’s smile grew wider. 

“We didn’t march, we parachuted into your camp from the ridge,” he 
nodded upward for emphasis. 

“Ah.” 

Brake came in. “We‘ve got the camp secure, Sire. What do you want 
us to do with the prisoners?” 

“Confiscate their weapons and keep them in their tents. Tell them to get 
some sleep. And tell them if there’s no trouble, then Sire Dane Cochrane of 
Quantar personally guarantees they will be back in this fight tomorrow.” 

“Sire?” 

“You heard me. Get going. And post a guard on this tent, we don’t 
want the Colonel escaping.” 

“Aye,” said Brake, casting a wayward glance at the Colonel, and was 
gone. Dane turned his full attention back to her. 

“You know, the best way to ensure that I don’t escape would be to guard 
me personally,” she said, her smile turning impish. Dane blushed at her 
teasing despite himself. She pointed at his rifle. “Are you going to hold 
that on me all night?” she asked. 

Dane took a mock stand of aggression, raising the rifle again. “Will you 
give your guarantee Colonel-” she cut him off. 

“I give you my guarantee I will not try to escape, nor kill you as you 
sleep. I am your prisoner.” 

Dane lowered the rifle some. “You don’t seem too concerned about it, 
either,” he said. 

“Why should I be? I expected it.” 

“You expected it?” 

“Yes. You did take parachutes and jet packs. And there’s no way to 
win from your drop position if you follow the conventional wisdom. I 
simply made sure we were in optimum position for you to try. I must 
confess I was a bit worried about you killing yourself.” 


“Not a problem,” he said. 

She stood up from her desk. “You’re still holding your rifle on me.” 
Dane finally put the weapon down on a canvas chair and switched it off, 
keying in his personal safety code. He turned back to her, curious that she 
had anticipated his assault. 

“So you knew what our plan was all along?” 

“Of course, why else would I have only two sentries posted?” She 
walked over to the small cabinet by her desk and clicked in a combination 
on the door, then reached in and to Dane’s surprise removed a bottle and 
two glasses from the cabinet. 

“And why else would I have brought my family brandy?” 

Dane watched as she poured for them both, the lantern glow shining 
through from behind, highlighting the auburn in her hair. She walked a few 
steps to him and handed him his brandy, then stopped to sip hers. Dane 
looked at his glass. 

“Colonel Noiman, if this is a deception-” 

“No more deceptions from me, Dane,” she said. “Only honesty.” 

Dane sipped at his brandy. 

“Colonel-” 

“T am off duty now, your prisoner. No more worries. And my name is 
Axel.” 

They both sipped again. Then Dane put down his glass. 

“Axel,” he said. They gazed at each other, Axel with expectation, Dane 
with pensiveness. She put her own glass down and moved a step closer. 
They were inches apart now, as they had been on the Starliner. Only now 
the lust was gone, replaced by a deep connection Dane didn’t understand. 
Was it loneliness, or hurt? A mutual need to have someone, anyone, to trust 
again? He had no answers. But he could feel the connection in her, and in 
himself. 

She moved into his arms slowly and put her head on his shoulder, then 
whispered to him. 

“When I was a teenager, I had a picture of you on my bedroom wall. All 
the girls did. You were about our age, and I had a crush on you. We all 
thought you were so handsome. Back then I dreamed of being a princess. 
But princes don’t marry the daughters of military men. They marry 
princesses and executives daughters, so I gave up the dream as I got older. 
After the oppression started I replaced all my dreams with the passion of 


hatred, and thought only of your death. Now I’ve discovered that you’re a 
prince after all, but there’s no time left to dream.” Tears rolled slowly down 
her face as Dane held her gently, quite unlike the aphrodisiac-enhanced 
passion of the Starliner. 

“Perhaps, when this is over,” he whispered back to her, “I can see to it 
that princes can marry anyone they choose.” She looked up to him, the 
piercing green of her iris’ rimmed now with red. He cupped her face in his 
hands. Their kiss was gentle and sweet, full of anticipation, and longing. 
They lingered together for a long moment, Dane holding her in his arms. 

“I never dared to dream again that I would ever kiss a prince,” she said. 

“You can kiss this prince any time you want,” he whispered back. Then 
their lips met again, and they lost themselves in the kiss. 
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ane woke a half hour before dawn and began to dress. Axel slept 
D next to him peacefully. He looked at her and marveled, tracing every 
eature of her face with his eyes, the thought of holding her again nearly 
overwhelming him. But there was work to do this day. 
“Axel,” he said quietly, trying to wake her. She stirred, then opened her 
eyes and smiled. 
“The best part of the dream,” she said, “Is when the prince is there the 
next morning.” 
He kissed her on the cheek. “I have to go. Layton will see to your 
men.” 
She nodded. “Of course in the dream the princess is not a prisoner.” 
“You will never be a prisoner as long as I am prince. Except for today,” 
he said. 
“Humph!” 
“Follow your captor’s orders, and P'’Il see you at the reception 
tomorrow.” He rose to leave. 
“Dane, there’s something more I want to tell you.” 
“Not now, Axel,” he said, only half turning back, grabbing his rifle and 
releasing the safety. “I’ve still got work to do.” Then he was gone. 
She stood up in the center of the room, bed covers dangling around her. 
“T love you, Dane Cochrane,” she said softly as the tent flaps rustled 
shut behind him. 


TANAN 


DANE NODDED TO HIS sentries as he emerged from the tent. “Wait one 
hour, then release her,” he said. 

“Aye, Sire.” 

Dane found Layton and Brake just as the first inkling of sunrise began 
to the east. 


“Layton, I want you to assemble Colonel Noiman’s’ unit in one hour. 
Tell them I have given orders for their rifles to be returned under one 
condition only, that they agree to head southwest and take on General 
Tannace. It is their only option. Any resistance, any man who so much as 
turns around, is to be taken out of the game. Clear?” 

“Clear Sire.” 

“Good. Place their weapons up on the ridge, where they’ II have to hike 
a ways to get them. Then I want you to assemble the troop and head for the 
pass. Once Tannace disposes of the Colonel’s men he’ | probably figure out 
the situation and send runners through. Your sole job is to stop them, even 
if it costs every man in the unit. They’ll be plenty of glory to go around for 
everyone at the reception tomorrow. Understood?” 

“Yes, Sire. Where will you be?” 

“Brake and I are going to make for the pass, flat out, once the day 
begins. With luck we’ll reach the goal in a couple of hours and have this all 
wrapped up.” Dane noted a look of dissatisfaction on Layton’s face. 
“Problem?” he said. Layton shook his head. 

“No problem, Sire. Concern. General Tannace wants you dead. Once 
he finds out you’ve outwitted him he may send men to finish you off, for 
real. In his current state he could try anything.” 

“Leave Tannace to me. Something you must understand, both of you, 
Tannace and I must face each other, and soon. Our mutual goal of rescuing 
Quantar is too important for the camp to be divided over us. One of us 
must lead, and one must step aside. It’s my hope neither one of us will have 
to die. But we must face that possibility. And don’t worry too much, Mr. 
Layton, Ill have Brake here to protect me.” He nodded to the big man. 

“Uhh,” the mercenary grunted. 

“Go to it, Layton. Brake, you feel up to running ten kilos over hard 
terrain?” 

“Yes, Sire. Just lead the way.” 

Dane lead Brake to the outskirts of camp and then stopped to stretch. 
Brake did likewise. Three minutes later a Sanctuary vertiplane flew 
overhead and blew the starting horn for the day. It echoed through the 
valley. 

Dane looked to Brake, who nodded. 

“Let’s go!” said Dane. 


They headed north, the twin peaks of the pass entrance looming ahead 
of them. 
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THE PASS WAS ROUGH going. After an hour Dane ordered a halt and he 
and Brake drank water from their kits. They were both breathing heavily. 

“We’re not making very good time, are we?” 

“No Sire. But there’s still no sign of any company.” 

Right on cue the sound of coil rifle fire crackled through the pass. The 
two men ducked instinctively. 

“How far?” asked Dane. The mercenary turned a trained ear to the 
fading echo. 

“Sounds like half a kilo, maybe. Hard to tell, sound carries funny in 
here.” 

“Half a kilometer,” Dane drifted off into thought. “How soon before 
you’re ready?” 

Brake shouldered his rifle. “Ready now, Sire. But...” he hesitated. 

“But what?” 

“T could double back, slow them down. You’re in better shape for the 
final run. It would give me a chance to scout for any funny business from 
the General and his men.” 

Dane eyed his companion. His long beard and shaggy hair were matted 
with sweat and his breathing indicated that he was nearly worn out. The 
fact that he was twenty years older and several kilograms heavier than Dane 
was taking its toll. Brake returned his gaze, knowing he was being sized up 
and clearly not liking it. Dane suddenly realized he had placed his life in 
the hands of a man he knew virtually nothing about. He made his decision. 

“Go,” he said, adding a nod of his head. Brake started to move off 
slowly, looking for cover. “But be careful, if Tannace has gotten this close 
to us he’s even more resourceful than I thought. And he’s just as liable to 
try something with you as with me,” Brake nodded acknowledgement. 

“Aye, Sire. Good luck.” 

“You too,” said Dane, then broke for the trail at a dead run, not looking 
back. 

The terrain seemed to be an easier go now, and Dane realized the earlier 
problems may have been due to maintaining a slower pace to accommodate 
Brake. He felt his body reach a rhythm, legs and heart pumping together, 


rifle held high, poised in his hands. He even noticed that the leaves had 
turned color on many of the trees, some falling gently to the ground as he 
ran. Reds, yellows, and fading greens gave the forest a covering of 
splendor he hadn’t seen since he had left home. The thought of Quantar 
created a longing in his emotions. 

He began heading down, the trail here all rocks and loose dirt. It made 
for tougher going. He heard the sound of coil rifles firing in the distance, 
but he couldn’t tell from the sound if they were on low settings or high, or if 
they were any closer than before. 

He picked up the pace slightly on the broken rocks. Trees surrounded 
him on the trail now, and he had to watch for roots. 

The sound of a coil rifle much closer and clearer made him slow for a 
second. It was now obvious. 

Someone was shooting at him. 

He turned to look back, still running, unable to determine if the rifle fire 
was within the bounds of the game or carried with it a more deadly intent. 
When he returned his attention to the trail he saw the tree root directly in his 
path. Against his training he flinched when he saw it, broke stride and tried 
to leap over it, landing awkwardly with his heel on the back side of the 
root. The pop from his left ankle was nauseating. 

He tumbled forward, the rifle dropping as he braced himself for the fall. 
He landed on his left side, then rolled to his back, holding the ankle. He 
wanted to scream out, but knew it would only give away his position to the 
shooter. Dane rolled back and forth, holding the ankle in agony. He had 
injured it before in a sports game at the academy, tearing three ligaments in 
the process. The ankle had healed nicely, but he would never be without 
some weakness in it, weakness which had betrayed him at the worst 
possible time. He crawled forward, looking for his rifle. It had slid down 
the steep embankment some twenty meters, beyond the point where Dane 
and his bad ankle could reach it. He gave up on the rifle and began 
massaging the ankle. It seemed to be a bad sprain. The sound of multiple 
rifles firing echoed along the hillside. They seemed to be closer, but 
engaged with each other. 

He took all the time he dared, then leaned against a nearby sapling and 
raised himself to his feet. The ankle was painful, but after a few short steps 
he was able to put some weight on it. He moved slowly down the hillside, 
threshing through the brush as he went, looking for a walking stick. He 


finally found one suitable and began making his way down again. To his 
surprise he was able to make reasonable time using the stick to support his 
weaker leg. 

Dane heard the sound of rifle fire again. There was no mistaking it now, 
they were closing in. He picked up the pace as much as he could, the 
pounding on his ankle taking a fierce toll. He wasn’t sure how much 
further he could go on. Just then he rounded a bend in the trail, the hillside 
suddenly falling off to even ground. A rifle shot went past him on the left, 
singeing the branches of a huge cedar tree. No question now as to the 
power setting. 

“Cochrane!” It was Tannace, shouting at him from about two hundred 
meters up the trail. Dane skirted feverishly around the bend and out of 
Tannace’s firing line. He found himself in a broad meadow enclosed by 
evergreen trees on al sides. To his surprise there was something directly in 
the center of the meadow. 

It was a small white pyramid structure with one side facing him, an arch 
peeled back to reveal a door, barely large enough for a man. A flat silver 
plate to the right of the door was the only possible entry key visible. Dane 
hurriedly made his way through the meadow to stand in front of the door. 
Multiple rifle shots sounded behind him. 

The structure looked to made of some kind of ceramic, while the door 
was a pair of seamed slabs identical to the plate material. Dane quickly 
eyed the plate. He could see it was a translucent metal which seemed to 
almost glow silver in the light as he looked closer. A shot rang out from the 
trees behind him. He hit the ground. The shot made contact with the door 
directly where he had been standing. He looked up to see that the door was 
untouched. It seemed to merely absorb the energy from the rifle fire. Dane 
jumped up and looked to the trees. Tannace was coming down the trail for 
him at a dead run. Dane pounded the door with his fist. It wasn’t even 
warm where the rifle fire had hit it. 

“Rijkard, open up, damn you!” he shouted. He tried placing his combat 
register against the plate, nothing happened. He dropped the register, then 
in desperation pounded his open palm against the plate. He felt an odd 
sensation of warmth, then looked down to see his hand sink into the plate, 
it’s metal composition changing to that of warm wax, absorbing his hand 
fully. The door slid open. Dane turned to see Tannace only thirty meters 
back, lining him up for a final shot. 
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“Cochrane!” yelled Tannace, “stop where you are 

Dane didn’t hesitate, diving through the open doorway as he heard the 
rifle crack as Tannace fired. The door shut automatically behind him as he 
rolled through, protecting his injured ankle and then popping up to a 
defensive crouch. All was quiet within, save for a gentle hum of power. 

The room was small, just over four meters square, lit from the back. As 
Dane stood up his head barely cleared the ceiling. A single illuminated 
pedestal was against the far wall. Dane approached cautiously, wondering 
what it might contain. He looked at the top of the pedestal and noticed the 
outline of a human hand. He looked around the room once, noting no other 
features at all, obvious or otherwise, then placed his hand over the outline. 
The pedestal opened from within and a small gleaming object was 
revealed. Dane looked closer. 

A ring. 

Three Chevrons and the head of a Quarterboar. It was his father’s ring. 

The Signet of Quantar. 

He reached out in astonishment, and picked up the ring, placing on the 
small finger of his left hand without thinking, and stared at it. 

But how? he thought. This must be Rijkard’s doing. He felt a pin prick 
on his finger then. The ring was checking his DNA, verifying the owner as 
legitimate, as it was designed to do. A moment passed and the sting of the 
needle subsided. Apparently the ring had its answer. 

Dane turned back to the door, remembering his predicament, realizing 
he had no idea how to get back out again. He had to go out now, to face 
Tannace. He had won the contest, and if he was to die now he would do it 
with his father’s ring on. The wearer of it was for all intents and purposes 
the ruling Director of Quantar. He tried not to think about what that 
implied. 

“No time like the present,” he said aloud, then walked to the door. To 
his surprise it opened automatically. Must be a proximity sensor, he 
thought, or possibly keyed by my discovery of the ring. Sunlight came 
through the open doorway, but there was no sign of General Tannace. Dane 
took a deep breath and stepped out. 

“Stop right there!” Tannace had come from his left, behind the 
pyramid. He held the warm muzzle of his coil rifle to Dane’s ear. Dane 
stared straight ahead to the glade of trees, wondering if it would be his last 


sight. He swallowed hard and then slowly held up his hand with the 
Director’s ring on it. 

“Tve won Tannace, the game is over,” he said. Tannace stiffened, but 
hesitated only a second. 

“This is a trick, like escaping the trial! One of Rijkard’s deceptions!” 

“No trick, Tannace. It’s the signet ring of Quantar. And it’s keyed and 
coded to my DNA, and mine only.” 

“I don’t believe it!” he was angry. He stepped back and signaled to the 
tree line. Four armed men from Tannace’s unit came running into the 
meadow and hustled up behind their General. Tannace took his eyes off 
Dane to acknowledge his arriving men. It was his only mistake. 

Brake came rushing from behind the pyramid, the same way Tannace 
had come. The General turned just in time to take the butt of Brake’s rifle 
in the chin. He fell instantly, his own rifle cackling harmlessly on the rocky 
ground, unconscious. Brake whipped around and pointed his rifle squarely 
at the four rushing men. 

“Hold it right there,” he said. The four men stopped in their tracks. 
“Sorry I’m late, Sire,” he said to Dane. 

“Apologize later,” said Dane, and walked past Brake to stand between 
him and Tannace’s men. 

“Sire!” said Brake. 

“Stand firm man!” Dane shouted over his shoulder. He walked up to 
Tannace’s men, holding the ring out for them to see. From the looks on 
their faces he could tell they knew what it was. He addressed the highest 
ranking officer. 

“Corporal, do you recognize this ring?” Dane said to the senior soldier. 

“Yyyess,” he answered hesitantly. 

“Corporal, use your radio. Tell Dr. Rijkard that the game is over, and 
the prize is won.” The corporal eyed him warily, fidgeting with his gun. He 
looked to his comrades, who offered only stone-faced looks back, then to 
Tannace lying on the ground. 

“Corporal,” said Dane evenly. The corporal turned back to him. 

“That was an order.” 

The corporal broke Dane’s gaze to look at the ring, then back again to 
Dane. 

“Yes, Sire,” he said. 
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CC ou rigged the contest, Rijkard!” said Dane, his anger barely 
under control. 


‘I did nothing of the kind,” the older man replied. “I merely showed 
confidence that you would win.” 

Dane and Axel sat across from Rijkard in front of the library fireplace at 
the manor house. The fire kept the three of them comfortably warm, but 
fueled Dane’s anger. Outside the windows the weather was cold and rainy, 
the season turning quickly to fall. 

“You had no right to interfere! It could have undermined my credibility 
with the Quantar leadership. Did you consider that?” 

“I consider all things. I took a gamble on you, albeit a small one. The 
result was as I expected. Soon at the Cathedral they will anoint you as their 
champion and Director of Quantar. I believed those things would come to 
pass, and that you were more than up to the task. Your plan was a daring 
one, and I had confidence in you, in your God-given abilities. Is that so 
hard to accept?” 

Dane smiled grimly. “Well, thank you for your confidence, at least,” he 
said, his anger subsiding. He fingered the Quantar signet in apparent 
distraction. “Dr. Rijkard, I’m curious, how did you get my father’s signet 
ring?” 

“A loyal Quantar agent smuggled it out six months ago. It is stained 
with the blood of many lives,” said the doctor. 

“Lives I will avenge,” said Dane. “I’d ask you if it was worth those 
lives, though. A mere symbol of power.” A symbol whose absence from 
his father’s possession implied many things, none of them pleasant. Rijkard 
nodded. 

“I knew the ring would be required.” 

“For what?” 

“For you to rule the Sanctuary, of course.” 
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“Pm not interested in ruling the Sanctuary, doctor. Only Quantar,” 
Dane said evenly. Rijkard nodded his acknowledgement. 

“I understand Dane, but there will be a time when the empire must be 
confronted. The Sanctuary will be the means for you to do that.” 

“We must rescue Quantar, that’s my only interest.” 

“Of course.” 

Dane rubbed at the ice pack covering his swollen ankle and then 
changed the subject again. “And what of this ball tomorrow?” he said to 
Axel. 

“Tt’s an official celebration of the Sanctuary games,” Axel said, 
obviously uncomfortable with being left out of the conversation and happy 
to interject. “You get to be the guest of honor, as Champion of the war 
games. There is a formal reception first, a passing of the ceremonial sword 
of power, then a formal ball in the evening.” 

Dane turned to her and smiled. “I suppose the ladies will all be wearing 
their best gowns?” 

She smiled back at his teasing. “Yes, but all the commanders will be in 
their dress uniforms and tradition requires them to spend time in each 
other’s’ company, not with the ladies. It is a military ceremony, after all.” 

“And religious,” said Rijkard. Dane feigned disappointment. 

“I was looking forward to seeing you in a gown again,” he said. 
“Something in auburn, perhaps?” 

Her smile grew. “Perhaps.” Dane looked away from her, slightly 
embarrassed. 

“Axel, would you leave us please,” Rijkard said the words bluntly, as a 
command. She was surprised by his tone and looked to Dane, who was 
frowning. 

“Perhaps you should go, Axel. Dr. Rijkard obviously has business with 
me that you are not invited to participate in,” he said. She opened her 
mouth to protest but a gentle nod from Dane made her hold her tongue. She 
stood abruptly. 

“Well, until morning, then,” she said, then whisked herself from the 
room, auburn hair swirling behind her as she left, her pace indicating her 
extreme displeasure at her treatment from both men. When she was gone 
Rijkard stood and signaled the guard to shut the doors and leave the two 
men alone in the library. Once that was accomplished and their privacy 
secured, Rijkard whirled about quickly to face the sitting Dane. 


“You cannot marry her,” he said bluntly and with force. 

“What?” 

“I said, you cannot marry her.” 

“That’s outrageous!” said Dane, shouting as he rose from the couch. 
“Who are you to tell me who I can and cannot marry, and can and cannot 
fall in love with?” 

“You cannot marry her because you must keep yourself free to marry 
for political alliance.” 

“I want no political alliances! The Imperial system is devastating 
Quantar! Why would I seek to align myself with what has imprisoned my 
world? With what I hate?” 

“To destroy it,” said Rijkard. Dane stopped in mid-rage, carefully 
collecting his thoughts. 

“T seek only to free Quantar, not destroy the entire Empire,” he said 
quietly. 

“Then you must free the other worlds who are oppressed too,” replied 
Rijkard, equaling Dane’s tone. 

“Why?” 

“You said it yourself, the Imperial system is killing the Empire, planet 
by planet. You must free them.” 

“Free the Empire? From what? Itself?” 

“From abomination. From Pendarkin. From the High Priests of the Sri,” 
then he paused to give emphasis to his next words, “From non-humans.” 

“You are insane.” 

“No,” Rijkard shook his head. “Pendarkin has taken starfire, the ‘blood 
of the ancients’. He is no longer human, the Sri priests have seen to that.” 

“T thought the priests were all dead.” Dane knew the tales of the Sri, 
Dark Priests of a religion forbidden by the Holy Church Of The Realm. It 
was generally believed they had been wiped out in the Separatist War. Now 
they were the fodder of stories to scare young children, and no one believed 
they were real any more. Certainly not Dane. Rijkard continued. 

“They live, and thrive at the court of the Emperor, like pests invading 
the home. Pendarkin seeks to create the first dynasty of non-humans on the 
throne by corrupting the blood of the entire Dragon Court. And with the Sri 
priesthood and the Imperial Governors to back him, how can he be 
stopped? By only one man.” 


“T suppose you mean me?” said Dane. “Rijkard, I don’t even know if I 
can save Quantar, how can I possibly take on the Emperor, the Sri, and 
twelve Starliners?” 

Rijkard leaned closer to Dane to add emphasis to his words. “It is 
Pendarkin who sanctioned the Imperial Governor, Bennis, to exploit your 
world. It is Pendarkin who has aligned himself and the Dragon Court with 
the High Priests of the Sri,” he said. 

“You speak of riddles and children’s tales,” Dane said flatly, crossing 
his arms and turning away. 

“The fight with the Sri is yet to come, Dane, another day. But today we 
will all fight for Quantar, and for Earth. You must not hinder what you can 
do tomorrow with foolishness today.” 

Dane turned back. “Loving Axel is foolishness to you?” 

“Tt distracts you from your goal. That is the foolishness.” 

Dane shook his head. “I cannot accept that.” 

“You must,” said Rijkard, coming around to stand close to Dane, “Or 
we will all pay the price. Be careful, Dane, you walk a dangerous line. 
What you do now will have consequences for millions in the future. Many 
will lose their lives because of your choices.” 

Dane looked at him in astonishment. “My choices? Because I made 
love to Axel?” 

“Many will suffer for it. But her the most.” 

Dane’s astonishment turned to anger again. “What do you mean?” 

Rijkard stared Dane eye-to-eye. “She will lose both husband, and son.” 

“Husband and son?” Dane felt an icy stirring in the pit of his stomach, 
the stirring of truth, deep down in his soul, transforming him. 

“My... son?” 

Rijkard said nothing. Dane fought the stirring within himself, and 
denied it. 

“Rijkard, I can’t accept what you say, I love her.” The silver haired 
wairrior-priest turned his face away from Dane before he responded. 

“Then we have already lost.” 
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xel adjusted the tunic top on her uniform. 
“Ts this right?” she said to Tera, General Tannace’s former corps 

medic. 

“Tt looks fine to me,” Tera said, then walked forward from her position 
in the back of the room and helped Axel pull it tight in just the right places. 

“T’m not used to the dress uniform,” said Axel absently. The two 
women stood in front of the mirrored armoire in Axel’s quarters on the 
second floor of the manor house, three doors down the hall from Dane. The 
room was appointed in a classic style, as were all the rooms in the house, 
with bed, sitting chair, working desk, and private bath. Artwork and fabric 
both rare and beautiful hung from the walls 

Tera had accepted the Colonel’s offer to become her attaché, along with 
a promotion to Corporal and a commensurate reduction in her medical 
duties. They both continued to work with the dress uniform seams. 

“Have you decided what to wear to the ball tonight?” asked Tera. 

“Dane hinted that I wear the auburn gown from the Starliner, but it was 
damaged in all the fighting.” 

“I can have my old company seamstress look at it ma’am. She‘s done 
wonders for me in the past.” 

Axel stopped her fidgeting and looked back over her shoulder at Tera. 

“That would be wonderful. And what are you planning on wearing? 
Something to catch the eye of the young Lieutenant Layton? Hmm?” 

The two women laughed. 

“I would like that, ma’am. But I assume you’ll need me nearby.” 

“Nearby yes. But not so close as to ruin the romance of the evening. 
There will be time enough for strategy and planning, like today. Tonight 
will be a celebration. As for today,” she said, turning back to the mirror and 
giving the uniform one last tug, “this will have to do.” She gathered her 
files and left the room, followed close behind by Tera. They went down the 
hall, Axel noticing Dane’s room was open and empty. The hallway, the 


foyer, and all the rooms visible from the balcony were a bustle of activity. 
Loyal Quantar officers mixed with men in Sanctuary white, all preparing 
for the arrival of the Quantar regiment commanders. Junior officers 
shuffled by her, going to and fro about the house, shuttling messages. The 
excitement, the electricity in the air, was palpable. 

Axel and Tera made their way down the staircase and into the main 
foyer, trying to make for the library where the meeting would take place, 
and where Axel expected Dane to be. Before she could make it past the 
sentries posted outside the library the aforementioned Lieutenant Layton 
stepped in her path. 

“Sorry to interrupt ma’am,” he said, all business, then broke into a small 
smile when he saw Tera. 

“What’s your business, Lieutenant?” Axel said sternly. Her words shot 
Layton back into focus, the red tinge of embarrassment flushing his cheeks. 

“Sire Cochrane wants you to meet with Major Kobin, ma’am. He’s just 
arrived from the Cathedral and is waiting in an anteroom,” Layton pointed 
down the hall. 

“What does Dane - I mean the Sire Cochrane, want me to discuss with 
Kobin?” asked Axel. 

“Major Kobin says he has a message from General Tannace. Sire 
Cochrane would like you to meet with him first and determine, if you can, 
it’s content, validity, and sincerity.” 

“Is that all?” she said sarcastically. “Very well, take me to him. But I 
want two guards in the room with me. Tera, you stay here and wait for me. 
I shouldn’t be long.” 

Then the two departed, with Layton sneaking a glance back over his 
shoulder at Tera, who smiled back. 
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THEY WENT DOWN A SHORT hall and entered the anteroom. Kobin 
was in uniform, seated at a large desk in one of two chairs set facing each 
other. Axel entered and sat down. Two armed guards stood watch over 
them, while Layton departed. 

“What do you want, Kobin?” said Axel, without the slightest hint of 
respect in her voice. Kobin shifted uneasily in his chair, then handed her a 
brief across the table without speaking. Axel broke the Quantar military 
seal and opened the brief. After reading for a few seconds, she said: 


“What is this?” 

“An agreement to surrender all command of Quantar forces to 
Cochrane. An oath of allegiance to Cochrane and the Quantar flag from 
General Tannace and all unit, brigade and regiment commanders still loyal 
to him. Orders for those units to stand down and remain in barracks.” 

Axel dropped the folder on the desk without reading further. 

“Capitulation?” she said, more in a tone of accusation than inquiry. 

“Realism. Cochrane has won.” 

“So you both just give in?” 

“We do not have the numbers to fight you, nor the belly for it. 
Cochrane has won the people’s hearts.” 

“I don’t believe you or Devin would give up your hate so easily.” 

Kobin leaned forward to stare closely into her face. 

“Very observant,” he said in the sandpaper voice, “However, you fail to 
consider-” 

“Fail to consider what? Some new treachery? No one wants Devin on 
our side more than I do. But I don’t trust you.” 

“Then trust this, lady. Tannace has lost the popularity battle. We are 
outnumbered ten to one, so military action is out of the question. You know 
the General well. This agreement will keep us close to Cochrane. To keep 
an eye on him. If disloyalty to our cause surfaces, we will be close enough 
to act. And we will honor our end of the bargain as long as he stays loyal. 
Will you present the brief to him?” 

“You are not a man of honor, Kobin.” 

“Perhaps not, in your eyes. But General Devin Tannace is. Pll not ask 
again, will you present the brief to Cochrane?” 

Axel sat back in her chair and looked at the brief on the table top. She 
sighed. 

“T will,” she said. 

“Good,” said Kobin, then stood to leave. 

“The guards will show you out.” 

“I know the way, lady.” 

“T insist.” 

“Very well. See you at the ceremony tonight,” he said sarcastically, 
then departed with the guards. Axel stared at the brief, debating on whether 
to throw it into the nearest fireplace. 

“Layton!” she called. Layton came into the room. 


“Yes, ma’am.” She handed him the brief. 
“Come with me. We have work to do.” 
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AXEL HELD THE BRIEF in her hands as she stood waiting outside the 
library. Tera and Layton stood behind her, having spent the last three- 
quarters of an hour going over the brief in detail. 

“Am I to understand I’m to be kept out here?” she asked the guard. 

“Yes ma’am. He asked specifically for you to wait outside.” 

“While the regiment commanders determine the future of Quantar? He 
wants me to wait outside? His top Lieutenant?” 

“Those were his orders ma’am. No one is to be admitted until the doors 
are opened from the inside.” 

Axel turned from the guard and sat down on a hallway settee, the brief 
still in her hands. Layton and Tera followed and stood over her. 

“Why won’t they let us in?” asked Tera quietly. 

“T don’t know. It’s as if... as if I’m being intentionally cut out. I don’t 
understand.” 

Eventually Layton and Tera joined her in sitting, and the three of them 
waited for over an hour in silence. Finally the doors were opened and a 
young Quantar guard stepped out. 

“They’re ready for you now ma’am,” he said. Axel stood and gathered 
her composure as best she could. Tera and Layton stood with her. 

“Only you are allowed in, ma’am.” 

Axel nodded to Tera and Layton, then brushed past the guard and into 
the library. 

The regiment commanders of Quantar sat in chairs on either side of the 
room, facing each other. Dane and Rijkard sat at the head of the circle, 
furthest from the door, and Axel. She waited. 

“Come in, Commander,” said Dane, motioning to an empty chair to his 
left. 

Axel walked deliberately between the circle of officers, men she knew. 
Men she had bested on the fields of conflict. Men she was more than an 
equal to. With each step her humiliation, her embarrassment at being 
excluded, grew. None of the officers present had the fortitude to meet her 
gaze as she walked past, but it did not matter. She would not take her eyes 
from Dane. He looked away from her, eyes downward and unfocused. She 


walked past him and sat in the chair silently, waiting. Dane spoke to the 
group. 

“Tt has become known to this body that an offer has been extended from 
General Tannace and from those commanders still loyal to him to reconcile 
with the Quantar Provisional Command. It was brought here this morning 
by Major Kobin. Could you review the contents of the brief he left for us? 
This is the last order of business for this body to discuss.” 

He said the words without looking at her. Each of them was like the 
sting of a summer wasp to her; painful, lingering and bitter. They showed 
her that the essentials of the meeting were already over. Every word was 
calculated to send her only one message. You are excluded. 

She fought the desire to know why, gathered herself again, and began 
speaking in as even a voice as she could. 

“The brief offers for all men loyal to General Tannace to stand down 
and pledge loyalty to the Quantar flag, and to Sire Dane Cochrane. In 
return General Tannace insists on being allowed to form his men into their 
own regiment under his command. As regiment commander he will take 
orders only from you or from your chief of staff, and he reserves the right to 
disassociate himself and his regiment from your command if he feels you 
are being disloyal to the cause of freeing Quantar. He wants assurances 
from Dr. Rijkard that he can remain in the Sanctuary if he does so.” 

Dane looked to Rijkard, seated at his right, who nodded. 

“Do any of you find these terms unacceptable?” said Dane to the 
regiment commanders. There was silence around the room. 

“Very well. Colonel Gweneth will convey our agreement to General 
Tannace, as well as our offer to him to assume regiment duties on my staff. 
If we are all in agreement, I move the first meeting of the Quantar 
Provisional Command be called to an end. Any objections?” 

There were none. Axel sat silent and completely still. 

“T thank you all for your pledge of loyalty. Tomorrow we begin our 
plans to retake our world from my brother, but tonight we celebrate. I will 
see you all at the ceremony and the ball. Please invite all your commanders, 
down to squad level. If there is nothing else, I declare this meeting 
adjourned.” 

Then the officers all stood, and applauded Dane. He sat for a few 
moments as they cheered him, then he stood, smiling, and raised both 
hands. They stopped applauding. 


“Thank you,” he said, and nodded once. Then the meeting was over. 

The officers began milling around, talking with one another as the 
library doors were opened. Some began filing out, others came up to shake 
Dane’s hand and congratulate him. 

Axel stood to leave. Dane turned from his polite conversation with 
Colonel Gweneth. 

“Colonel Noiman, please stay,” he said quietly, looking directly at her 
for the first time today. She studied his face; blank mask, unwavering eyes, 
then glanced to the Quantar military uniform he wore, the Cochrane family 
crest at his breast, the signet ring on his left hand. She began to walk away. 
He grabbed her arm firmly. 

“That was not a request,” he said to her, softly enough for only the two 
of them to hear. Then he returned to his conversation with Colonel 
Gweneth. Axel sat back down, oblivious to the events around her, staring 
straight ahead. 

Soon the room was clear, and only Dane, Axel and Rijkard remained. 
Dane shut the doors to the library himself. 

“I suppose now you want an explanation,” he said, again not looking 
directly at her. He moved to the window, looking out as he spoke. “But I 
have none. What has been done is for the good of Quantar. And for your 
good as well.” 

“Are you trying to protect me?” she said, not moving from her chair or 
looking at him. Rijkard sat silently beside her. 

“Yes,” he said quietly. 

“By humiliating me?” 

“Axel, you don’t understand. There are powers at work here, powers 
that go beyond us, beyond what we want, what we can see. I’m doing this 
for your own good,” he repeated. 

“No you’re not,” she said angrily, rising from her chair. “You do it for 
your own good. So that you feel safe. I don’t know what I thought we had 
between us, but obviously I was wrong.” 

“You weren’t wrong,” said Dane, a hint of shame in his voice. 

“Yes, I was. As for powers beyond us,” she turned her anger on Rijkard 
now, “You have been trying to keep us apart the whole time. I can see this 
is your doing as much as Dane’s, though I confess I don’t understand it, or 
his sudden weakness in standing up to you.” 


“Axel,” said Dane, turning to her. “You’re hurt, I know. But you must 
understand. I chose this. Rijkard had nothing to do with it. This is what I 
believe is best to protect you.” 

“T have never needed protection from you, or any man before. And I 
don’t need it now. Why couldn’t you have just told me the truth before 
today? Why not tell me you had no intention of giving me a command? 
Was it so you could use me to enhance your position? So you could sleep 
with me? Is that all I am to you?” 

“Axel, damn it! No!” said Dane, angry. “Listen to me. The road ahead 
is treacherous, and filled with blood. It’s because of the way I feel about 
you that I want to protect you.” 

“And that is why my place is with you!” she threw down the brief and 
stormed across the room to him. “I don’t want to be away from you not 
knowing if you are alive or dead. I want to be where you are.” 

Dane hesitated. In the flush of her anger he could see every emotion 
was in play now. 

“T don’t want you hurt,” he finally said. 

“You cannot avoid that. And even if you could I wouldn’t want you to. 
My place is at your side.” 

Dane considered this. “It won’t be easy,” he said. 

“What in life is,” she replied, crossing her arms and shaking her head. 
Dane looked to Rijkard. 

“I have said my peace,” said the older man to Dane. “From this point 
forward what you do is your affair, and God’s. I offer myself no longer as 
your commander, only as counselor, and holy man.” 

Dane hesitated only a second. “Then she will stay by my side,” he said, 
turning back to her. “But our relationship must remain... professional, for 
the moment. For reasons even Rijkard does not yet fully understand. It is 
the most I can give you right now.” 

She looked at him, seeing nothing in his face but the mask, hiding some 
new pain, some new revelation. 

“What is it? What has happened to you in the last two days? What is it 
that you must keep secret from me?” she said, but his face remained blank. 
Then he turned his face away. She stood to leave, and walked to the door. 
Before she could open it Dane’s voice stopped her. 

“Will I see you at the ball tonight?” he said softly. 


“In auburn, I suppose? Sometimes you forget that the soldier is also a 
woman. Good day to you both.” Then she stepped through the door and 
closed it firmly behind her. 


IN 


18. 
ny 


xel sat quietly by the window in her room, as she had for hours now, 
the events of the morning having left her numb. The food brought 
o her by Tera in the afternoon sat on the table nearby, untouched. She 
watched impassively as the last remnants of the daylight slipped away; 
dark, brooding clouds robbing her of the day’s final sunshine. She leaned 
back in the chair, luxurious by any standards, but it’s beauty and that of her 
surroundings went unnoticed. She sighed deeply. 

She did not move when the knock at the door came, made no motion to 
answer. The knock came a second time. 

“Ma’am, it’s me, Tera,” said a voice, “Ma’am, please let me come in.” 

Axel sat for a few more seconds in silence, then gave in. 

“Come in, Tera,” she said, just loud enough to be heard. The door 
opened and Tera stepped in, stopping just a few feet inside the door. 

“Ma’am, you’ve got an hour before the ground car comes for us. Don’t 
you want to dress?” 

Again Axel sat silent, staring out the window. “I’m not going,” she said 
finally. Tera nodded silently, then approached and stood next to Axel, 
looking out the window with her in silence for several moments. 

“You will be missed, ma’am.” 

“Cochrane can miss me. I hope it hurts, like he hurt me,” she said. 

“Do you really want to hurt him, ma’am?” 

“Hurt him? He can go to Hell for all I care.” 

Again they were together in silence. Finally Tera braved the unasked 
question. 

“Are you more angry with him because he’s hurt your feelings as a 
soldier, or as a woman?” 

Axel did not answer immediately. There was the slightest twitch at one 
corner of her mouth to show she was wrestling with the inquiry. Fora 
moment Tera feared she had gone too far, been too familiar with a superior 


officer. Then Axel gave a deep sigh again, and a tear formed at her eye. 
She wiped it away quickly and began to speak. 

“As a soldier, I can handle the humiliation,” she said, sitting forward in 
the chair. “He did what he felt was the best for his command. Though I 
might argue with his logic, or his tactics, mine is not to question his 
authority to chose his command as he sees fit. My suffering there will be 
brief. And he has agreed to allow me to be near him in battle, even if he is 
not willing to give me a command. That’s something.” 

“But until you asked the question, I hadn’t separated my feelings 
enough to consider the woman in me. Yes I’m hurt, and angry. What he 
did made me think all kinds of things; fears, anxieties. But when I looked 
at him, in the eyes, I could tell he hid secrets, and some great anguish, some 
struggle within himself. And even though it hurt, I could at least give him 
the benefit of the doubt, that he believed he was doing what was best for 
me. But in the end, I couldn’t reconcile with him. Not there. It was too 
close, the wounds too fresh.” 

“Do you love him?” asked Tera. Axel hesitated only a moment. 

“Tt’s like I was born to love him. I seem unable to separate myself from 
him, emotionally. Regardless of my training, regardless of the things my 
father taught me, to keep emotion out of all military matters, I find I cannot 
be away from him. But he hurt me. And I want him to know it.” 

Tera allowed the last statement some time to process. Then she said, 
“Sometimes, when a man has hurt me in the past, or at least, hurt my 
feelings, I let him know my displeasure not by ignoring him, but by making 
myself irresistible to him.” 

Axel turned her head to Tera, intrigued. “Are you saying I should go to 
the ball, then?” 

“Your absence is what he expects, ma’am. Do the unexpected. Then 
he’ll know you are not to be trifled with.” 

Axel looked up at Tera, and allowed a small smile. “Go on,” she said, 
relaxing some and leaning back in the chair, obviously intrigued. 

“Young Lieutenant Layton has hurt me, on occasion, mostly with that 
sort of boorish insensitivity so common with men. I’ve found that to show 
him what he is missing tends to bring about, shall we say, a more pleasant 
result in the long run?” 

“So you are proposing what?” 


“That you attend the ceremony, and the ball, and that you wear the 
gown from the Starliner. He will not be able to resist you. And when he 
comes to you, you let him know that you have drawn a line, both as a 
soldier, and as awoman. Tell him exactly what he can and cannot expect. 
Don’t tease or play games with him, be firm in what you want. And 
remember, we’re women, we always have the advantage in the wars of 
love.” 

“And what of the wars of the soldier?” asked Axel. 

“Those you fight another time. Tonight is the battle for romantic 
supremacy.” 

Axel smiled much broader now, pleased by Tera’s surprising wisdom in 
these matters. She rose from the chair and hugged her. 

“Thank you. We’ll do just as you say. Now, I don’t suppose...” 

“The gown came back from the seamstress half an hour ago ma’am.” 

“Good. We’ll bring it with us. But for the ceremony I’ll be wearing my 
dress uniform. Ooo!” Axel said, holding her stomach as it growled loudly. 
“I guess I should eat something.” 

“Yes, ma’am, Pll have it reheated,” said Tera enthusiastically, picking 
up the tray and heading for the door. 

“Wait!” Axel grabbed a roll from the tray as Tera went by and began to 
eat it. “Be sure and bring me the gown! I must try it on before we go to 
make sure the fit is right!” 

“Yes, ma’am,” called Tera over her shoulder, already to the door. 

“And Tera,” Tera stopped and looked back, “Thank you. Sometimes 
even the strongest soldiers need to talk to a friend.” 

“I’m honored for you to consider me your friend, ma’am.” 

“You’re supposed to say, “You’re welcome’.” 

“You’re welcome, ma’am,” Axel shook her head. 

“Get out of here. We haven’t got much time.” 

“Pll be right back with the gown, ma’am,” said Tera as she went out the 
door. Axel stood in front of the full length mirror and began unbuttoning 
her dress uniform, removing her tunic top. She stood in her undershirt, 
hands on hips, looking at her form in the mirror. 

“Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar, you are about to experience your first 
military defeat,” she said, then tossed her uniform onto the bed behind her. 
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DANE PACED NERVOUSLY about the anteroom, his ceremonial sword 
clapping softly as he made his continual rounds. Rijkard sat calmly in a 
side chair dressed in his full ceremonial robes, white and purple with a gold 
cross and star inlaid at the breast. The two men waited to enter the 
Cathedral chapel, where the war games ceremony would take place in about 
an hour. 

“Your pacing will do nothing to hasten the time,” said Rijkard. 

“Pm not pacing,” said Dane, as he continued doing just that. The older 
man watched him a few moments more. 

“What is it?” he said. 

“What is what?” replied Dane. 

“What is it that’s troubling you?” 

“Nothing. Well-” 

“The woman?” 

Dane stopped for a moment. “Axel? No, not now.” Then he continued 
pacing. 

“What then?” 

Dane sighed and gave in to the question. “Ever since I was young I’ve 
felt a sensation in my belly when things weren’t right. I’ve learned to 
recognize it as a sign.” 

“A sign of what?” 

“Impending danger. Like an alarm. It happened on the Starliner. And 
again when you talked about Axel, only that time I sensed it differently, as 
if I could not escape the truth of your words. But this feels like danger.” 

Rijkard stood, facing Dane. “I discern this is a spiritual gift from God, 
Dane. You must learn to heed it at all times,” he said. 

“T always do.” 

“Do you know what the source of the danger is this time?” 

Dane shook his head. “I don’t know, but it must have something to do 
with the ceremony.” 

“And the good General Tannace, no doubt,” said Rijkard. You are an 
intuitive Dane. You must recognize that gift, and use it for wisdom. 

“I don’t know about that,” said Dane moving to the desktop comm link. 
“But I’m going to find out what I can. Mr. Layton!” There was a 
moments’ pause. 

“Here, Sire.” 

“Has General Tannace left his barracks yet?” 


“Yes, Sire, under our escort, according to the agreement, Sire.” 

“Fine. I want you to double the patrols outside his unit’s barracks. And 
send out stealth squads to cover the grounds near the Cathedral, especially 
the comm towers and uplinks, and the armory. And the manor house.” 

“Yes, Sire. What are we looking for?” 

“A surprise, from General Tannace.” 

“And if we find something?” 

“Take no action. Report to me in fifteen minutes, in person, in the 
chapel. And Layton, no skimping. Send your best men.” 

“Aye, Sire.” Layton broke the link. Dane turned back to Rijkard, 
seriously contemplating his counsel. 

“T still sense danger.” 

“Then you still have something to fear,” said Rijkard. 

“From Tannace?” 

“Tt would seem so.” 

Dane nodded. “Then I must face him. Now.” 

Without another word the two men departed the anteroom, heading for 
the chapel. 
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GENERAL DEVIN TANNACE sat back in a small folding chair, holding 
an ice pack to his chin. He and Kobin were sitting in the Champion’s Room 
near the Chapel. 

“How bad is it?” Tannace asked Kobin. 

“Very bad, sir. Many of the unit and battalion commanders are now 
openly saying they will join Cochrane’s command after the ball, sir. Many 
others are saying they fear their troops will rebel if they don’t join up with 
him. We cannot allow that.” 

“Of course we can’t allow it!” yelled Tannace. Kobin stood and paced 
the room before facing his commander again. 

“Not all of the troops have deserted us, General. We still have a 
fighting force,” said Kobin. Tannace shook his head, indicating his desire 
for Kobin to keep quiet. Kobin folded his arms across his chest and sat 
down, fuming silently, but only for a moment. 

“What the Hell happened out there General?” he asked. Tannace 
dropped the ice pack and whipped around to face the little man. 


“The mercenary, damn him! He caught me from the blind side. Fought 
off four of my best men single handed. I should have kicked him off this 
planet when I had the chance.” 

“Tt’s no matter now. Most of the corps has gone over to Cochrane.” 

“How many do we have?” 

“Six full units who remain loyal to their commanders. Enough scattered 
troops to make up four more battalions, just slightly over a regiments’ 
strength in total.” 

Tannace sighed. Two thousand men, just slightly more than ten percent 
of his original command. Kobin continued: 

“Most of the regulars loyal to Cochrane are still in barracks. They all 
have sentries posted so there’s no chance of surprising them and holding 
them there. It doesn’t matter anyway, we wouldn’t know what to do with 
them. Cochrane extended formal offers to join him to all regiment, 
battalion, and unit commanders this morning. And it gets worse. Rijkard 
has informed us we will have to vacate our barracks if we don’t join under 
Cochrane’s command.” 

“Rijkard has been undermining us from the beginning!” yelled 
Tannace. “He rigged the contest! The door mechanism was keyed to 
Cochrane’s hand print. There was no way for me to win!” 

“He did get there first,” said Kobin from behind his clear round 
spectacles. Tannace was annoyed at the barb. 

“Yes, and Rijkard made sure he would win. He even put a cheap copy 
of the signet ring inside as a special prize. I am not fooled. Cochrane has 
become even more dangerous than I thought. And Rijkard will pay for his 
complicity.” 

“Cochrane is still our main problem,” said Kobin. Tannace nodded. 

“I have gravely underestimated him. At every turn, he has shown the 
cunning of a wolf. Now he seeks to subvert my own command from under 
my nose. It proves to me that he always had the ability to commit the 
crimes we accused him of. Now that I’m sure of his guilt, I will stop him.” 

“How?” 

“By being as cunning as he is. If I could appear to become loyal, if all 
our men were to remain in barracks, worries would be alleviated. If word 
got around I was willing to join Cochrane, they might relax just a bit. It 
could give me an opportunity.” 

“For what?” 


“To kill him, of course.” Kobin considered his commander evenly. 

“What is your plan?” Tannace smiled. 

“At the ball the winning commander from the previous year always 
hands the ceremonial sword over to the new winner. At the height of 
euphoria over our new found unity I will kill him with the sword, in front of 
them all. They will scream at the sight of his blood. And I will be 
avenged.” 

“But will they follow you after that?” 

“Follow me? Where?” Kobin looked at Tannace closely. His eyes 
seemed glazed and distant. 

“To Quantar, to rescue her,” said Kobin. 

“Quantar? That’s of little matter now. Vengeance is all that I need.” 

Kobin watched as Tannace absently rubbed at his swollen, red chin. 

“Of course, General,” he said, then stood up to leave. “Pl check in 
with our unit commanders again. Perhaps we can come up with a plan to 
assist you.” Tannace nodded again without saying anything. Kobin rose to 
leave, stopping at the door to look back at his friend. Then he activated his 
secure comm link to the barracks, shut the door behind him, and smiled as 
he walked away. 
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THE GROUND CAR HUMMED along smoothly, taking the long sloping 
turns leading up to the Cathedral with a gentle sway. Axel and Tera sat next 
to each other, both in dress uniform, gowns and make-up kits stowed safely 
away beneath their seats for the trip. 

“Make sure the guardsmen don’t wrinkle our gowns while we’re at the 
ceremony,” said Axel. 

“I have entrusted that to Lieutenant Layton, ma’am,” said Tera. “He 
says he’ll put his best man on it. I instructed him not to peek.” 

Axel smiled. “Good thinking. Don’t want to give away any advantage. 
Tell me about your gown.” 

Tera smiled at the recollection. “It’s white, with a classic low-cut neck. 
It has a border of roses at the neck and the hemline, and it hangs just 
millimeters from the floor.” 

“Tt sounds stunning. I’m sure yov’ll look marvelous in it.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” Axel let out a sigh. “Ma’am?” 


“What? Oh. I’m just feeling a bit odd about us doing so much 
celebrating right now. It seems out of place, premature. But we do have 
the ceremony and the ball every year. It’s Sanctuary tradition.” 

“Good times, even laughter, are essential to the soul, ma’am. Especially 
in times of crisis,” said Tera. 

Axel nodded lightly. “I suppose you’re right. Anyway, it doesn’t 
matter. I’ve got to be there no matter what. It’s part of my duty.” 

“Does duty always have to be unpleasant, ma’am?” Axel contemplated 
Tera a moment. 

“No, I suppose not.” 

The ground car pulled up in queue with several other vehicles in the 
long curved driveway of the Grand Ballroom entrance to the Cathedral. 
Warm lights of celebration glowed from glistening chandeliers inside the 
entry foyer. The chapel itself was deeper into the building, unseen. 

Through the windows Axel could see the ballroom being prepared for 
the evening’s festivities. It looked as though it had been used for many 
luxurious receptions in the decades past. Or centuries past, she thought. 

Ahead of them ground cars were stopping long enough to deposit their 
passengers, then moved off to park for the evening. The black road surface 
and the red brick of the outdoor entryway shined with the reflection of 
lights, due to an earlier evening shower. As they waited for their turn in 
line a new light, flashing blue, shined in the car mirrors. Four Sanctuary 
military escort vehicles rolled up past the polite line of guests, a ground car 
sandwiched between them. The entourage stopped at the front entrance and 
Kobin got out of the car quickly and then made for the foyer. As he passed 
she saw his right hand gripping tightly on the hilt of a sheathed sword as he 
moved swiftly to the doorway and through. 

“Stop the car!” said Axel. The driver stopped his slow roll to the 
entryway. She bolted from the vehicle, pausing only for an instant to gather 
her own sword and tie it at the waist and knee. 

“Ma’am! What is it?” called Tera anxiously after her. Axel turned to 
her. 

“There’s something wrong with Devin!” she nearly shouted. “He would 
never let Kobin handle the Sanctuary sword. It’s his prize! Tera, see if you 
can find Layton, tell him I need to talk to Dane as soon as possible. It’s an 
emergency!” 

“Ma’am?” 


“No time to explain! Meet me in the foyer!” 
Then she went running, breaking through the crowd at the door and into 
the foyer. 
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KOBIN HANDED GENERAL Tannace his ceremonial sword, the final 
piece to his full length dress uniform. The deep royal blue of the uniform 
stood in placid contrast with the orange sash across the chest, representing 
the Cochrane family colors. Tannace attached the silver durasteel sword to 
his waist and thigh with chord ties hanging from the sword casing. He 
tucked the tails of his tunic top into his black slacks and adjusted the belt 
one final time, making sure all was perfect in the mirror. The swelling on 
his face had subsided somewhat with treatment, but a redness remained 
nonetheless. Kobin eyed his commander narrowly. 

“Are you ready sir?” he said. 

“As ready as I’|l ever be,” Tannace wavered slightly, then sat down. 
“Are the commanders all ready?” he said. 

Kobin nodded. “They will surround the chapel at your signal, sir.” 

“And the communications towers?” 

“The demolition crews are at stations, sir. We’ll have Cochrane and his 
men at loose ends easily, sir.” 

“Very well,” Tannace stood unsteadily. “Do you really think they’ll be 
fool enough to let me kill him with the ceremonial sword?” 

Kobin eyed the wavering man warily. So much of the future riding on 
one man’s actions. One unstable man’s actions. 

“So far they’ve shown no indications otherwise, sir.” 

“Good. Then we should go. It’s time?” 

“Nearly so, sir.” 
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“LET ME IN! DAMN IT! Devin!” shouted Axel at the top of her lungs, 
trying to force her way past three sentries. 

“I’m sorry ma’am” said the lead guard, voiced raised. “Our orders were 
to admit no one once the General came through.” 

Axel backed off a step. “Damn you! It could be atrap! For Sire 
Cochrane!” 


“Nevertheless, ma’am, my orders stand. I can’t let you through.” 

“You,” said Axel forcefully, “through is what you’!l be when this detail 
is over!” 

The guard and his stoic companions, two very large men, made no 
motion that they would be willing to yield on their position. Axel turned her 
back to them and took three steps toward the doorway she had come in, 
then pivoted sharply and prepared to run at them, the guards braced 
themselves, wanting none of this. 

“Ma’am!” It was Tera’s excited voice behind Axel. She stopped and 
turned back to the doorway. 

“This is not a good idea, ma’am,” said Tera. Axel eyed the guards, 
figuring their size, weight, and conditioning. She tucked in her uniform and 
turned back to Tera. 

“Perhaps not,” she said. 

“There’s still time to reach the chapel before the service starts, ma’am.” 

Axel nodded. She turned back to the guards once again, index finger 
pointing. 

“We’ll finish this later,” she said, venom in her voice. The lead guard 
crossed his arms, looking resigned to his fate, but firm in his stand. Axel 
and Tera scurried through the doorway. 
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THE CHAPEL WAS FILLING quickly. Dane nodded to Colonel Gweneth, 
who was holding court with the other newly loyal Quantar officers. The 
Quantar men were all in dress uniforms, the Sanctuary priests were dressed 
identically to Rijkard, and the invited guests and their ladies were dressed in 
their formal ball attire, in anticipation of the evenings’ later proceedings. 
Dane scanned the room, searching with eyes, mind, and soul for some hint 
of danger nearby. There was none. 

“Well?” asked Rijkard. Dane shook his head. 

“I don’t sense anything,” he said. 

“Then we should proceed. The service is scheduled to start in five 
minutes.” 

Dane nodded. Rijkard signaled the priests to begin. They fanned out, 
gently asking the dignitaries to take their seats. Some pulled away and 
began lighting candelabras that ringed the chapel. Dane saw Layton 


coming through the crowd and moved from the pulpit several steps down to 
meet him. 

“Report,” he said quietly. 

“We’ve found some of Tannace’s men in every location you mentioned, 
and a few others, sire. We’ve not tried to take any yet, per your orders. 
What should we do?” the look on the Lieutenant’s face was anxious. 

“They’ll be waiting for some kind of signal,” said Dane. “I do not 
intend to give it to them. Take no action until you see them move out, or 
until I give you a direct order. Clear?” 

“Clear, Sire. But what-” 

“No questioning, Lieutenant. Follow my orders exactly. And keep it 
quiet.” 

“Yes, Sire,” Layton bowed swiftly and then went out the way he had 
come. Dane caught Colonel Gweneth’s eye as he returned to the pulpit. If 
this is a large conspiracy, he thought, the night will be full of blood, none 


more so than yours. Then he smiled. Gweneth smiled back. 
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TANNACE SAT WITH HIS head in his hands, holding his throbbing head. 
Kobin was at the anteroom door, looking out to the gathered throng. 

“They’re almost ready for us,” he said without turning. When he got no 
response he shut the door and went to Tannace’s side. 

“General,” he said, shaking him gently. Tannace moaned a bit but 
eventually stopped rubbing his temples and looked up at Kobin. 

“General, are you ready?” 

“Ready?” The look on his face was total confusion. 

“Ready to go out there. To avenge your wife against Cochrane. To 
avenge Quantar with your sword!” 

“Sword?” Tannace fumbled at the hilt. “Something else... Axel...” 

“Axel betrayed you, sir. She’s been corrupted by Cochrane.” 

“Cochrane... betrayed... Axel...” Kobin saw the eyes clear, the fog lift 
from Tannace’s mind, saw the hate return. 

“He will die with your sword, sir. Our vengeance.” 

Tannace gripped the sword hilt firmly now. “Cochrane will die,” he 
said. 

“Are you ready sir?” 

“Pm ready.” 
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RIJKARD WAS BUSY GUIDING the last of the priests in the lighting 
ceremony as Dane made his way back to the pulpit. He took his place just 
to the left of where Rijkard would be standing. The room was arranged in a 
circle, with the rows of invited guests and the Quantar military leaders in 
the front and center, facing Dane. Behind him stood a circle of the 
Sanctuary’s most senior priests, dressed in the purple, white, and gold robes 
of the priesthood. Burning candles now surrounded them. The place had 
the feel of some ancient gothic church, its origins buried in mysterious 
antiquity. It had obviously been designed to evoke just such a sense. 

The main hall doors were closed by a Sanctuary Guardsman. Two 
anteroom doors remained shut on either side of the main doors. Dane knew 
Tannace was behind one of them. 

The last few dignitaries were taking their seats as the room hushed to 
silence. He looked up as Axel and Tera came bolting through a side door 
entrance reserved for the priests, opposite of the doorway Dane and Rijkard 
had entered from. Axel came straight for him, sword clacking, as Tera 
found a seat a few rows back in the crowd. 

“I must speak with you!” said Axel, quietly but insistent. 

“Not now,” said Dane, equally quiet. 

“Yes, now!” 

“What is it?” demanded Dane, not turning from the crowd. 

“Its Tannace. He plans to kill you.” 

“T know,” said Dane. 

“You know?” 

“T uncovered his plan. His men are under all under surveillance.” 

“But what of him? He’ll be here in moments.” 

“I can handle him.” 

“T think not!” she said, loud enough to be heard by the first few rows, 
who all turned their attention to the two soldiers. 

“What you think is not important,” said Dane, lowering the volume of 
the conversation. “I will handle this! Now find your place and stand 
down!” 

She glared at him, then moved to stand one step behind and to his left. 

“What are you doing?” he said to her, angry. 

“You yourself said my place was at you side.” 


“But I meant-” Dane was caught off guard. From the tone in her voice, 
from the set in her jaw, he could see arguing with her would be fruitless. 
“Very well,” he said, then turned his attention back to Rijkard. 

The priest was at the pulpit podium now. He eyed Axel with wariness. 
Dane merely nodded reassuringly for Rijkard to begin. The crowd 
murmured with curiosity at this sight. 

“We will begin with the invocation,” said Rijkard to the crowd. 
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“IS THE KINGDOM, AND the power, and the glory. Forever and ever, 
amen.” 

Kobin stood behind Tannace in the doorway, which was propped open 
slightly so they could follow the ceremony. Tannace held a firm grip on the 
sword. 

“T see Axel,” said Tannace. 

“In the crowd, of course.” 

“No, with him.” 

“What?” Kobin pushed Tannace aside. He could see Axel, standing just 
to Dane’s left. 

“You won’t let her stop you?” said Kobin. 

“No. But...” 

“What?” 

“I don’t want to fight her.” 

“Then don’t. Strike a simple blow.” 

Tannace eyed Dane, his bowed down in prayer. “I will,” he said. 

Kobin shut the door gently as the priests began chanting. 

“Just a few more moments now,” he said. 
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“AND SO WE CELEBRATE our great champion, and our great good 
fortune. I give you now Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar, your new leader, 
and champion of the games!” 

The crowd, released from the religious portion of the ceremony, now 
stood and applauded thunderously. Dane acknowledged their praise with a 
simple bow, waiting for the commotion to die down. When it did, Rijkard 
spoke again. 


“And now we are joined by our previous champion, General Devin 
Tannace, to pass the ceremonial sword of power to Sire Cochrane, and to 
unite our peoples in the goal we all strive for, the liberation of your home 
world, Quantar!” 

Again there was thunderous applause as Tannace and Kobin emerged 
from the anteroom on the left and came down the center aisle. Kobin found 
a seat reserved for him in the front row as Tannace came and stood in front 
of the podium, two steps below Dane with Rijkard between them. 

The knot in Dane’s stomach was as tight as he had ever felt it. He felt 
he was in great danger, at a turning point which would determine his life, or 
death. He eyed Tannace frantically, searching for some hidden weapon, or 
indication of poison. He saw none. The knot within was so strong now 
Dane could barely keep from clutching his stomach in pain. Axel sensed he 
was in distress and made a slight move towards him. He made a gesture 
with his hand, very slight, but clear. Stay back. 

Dane turned his gaze to the only weapon that could threaten him, the 
ceremonial sword at Tannace’s side, and instantly, intuitively, he knew what 
he had to do. 

“General Tannace,” said Rijkard, “will you pass the sword of power?” 

“T will,” said Tannace, then drew it with his right hand and turned to 
face the crowd. Kobin sat completely still in his chair, unable to move his 
eyes from the sight before him. 

Tannace held the sword vertically in front of his face, in salute to the 
crowd. “What I do now, I do in the name of all our people!” In a flash of 
cold steel Tannace whirled about to his right, sword glinting off the 
candlelight, slashing towards where he thought Dane was. But Dane had 
taken a step to the left an instant earlier, drawing his own sword. Tannace 
swung at open air. 

A rush of shock and horror spread through the crowd. Some stood in 
amazement, others hid their eyes, believing Dane would be struck down by 
the swiftness of Tannace’s blow. Instead he stood safe to Tannace’s side, 
then did what no one expected. 

He knocked the ceremonial sword from Tannace’s hand with one swift 
strike, sending it clattering to the chapel floor. Then he took a step forward 
and placed the point of his own sword against his chest, directly over his 
heart, and slapped the hilt into the General’s open hand. 


“Kill me, if you must,” he said to Tannace, their eyes locking. Tannace 
was completely caught off guard by both moves. The sword quivered in his 
hands. 

“Devin, no!” It was Axel, out of position, moving forward and trying to 
draw her own sword. 

“Stay out of this!” yelled Dane, pushing her back with his free hand. 
Rijkard had backed off several steps to the crowd of priests behind the 
pulpit. 

“You must kill me, Devin,” he said. “Only one of us can lead. And now 
you must choose.” 

Tannace wavered slightly, his eyes fogging. Axel stood frozen, sword 
half drawn. 

“I want to kill you,” he said uncertainly. 

“Why?” 

“You’ve killed so many...” said Tannace, his voice trailing off. 

“T’ve killed no one,” said Dane gently. 

“You killed... my wife,” tears began forming in Tannace’s eyes. 

“T’ve killed no one,” Dane repeated. Then he slowly lifted his left hand 
and showed Tannace the signet ring. 

“You... killed...” Now the tears ran down his face. 

“No, Devin. They killed. Arin and the Imperial governor, Bennis. 
Now we must stop them, together.” 

“They... killed...” Then Tannace dropped the sword to his side, put his 
hand to his face and began sobbing. Axel sheathed her sword and moved 
forward, taking Dane’s sword from Tannace, then putting her free arm 
around him for support as he sobbed. The room was completely still. 

“Tt’s all right, Devin,” she said quietly to him. “It’s all right to hurt 
now.” 

“Clear the room!” ordered Dane. The crowd began to silently file out. 
Dane stepped up and put his arms around both Axel and Tannace. They 
stood together in the center of the sanctuary, Tannace’s quiet sobs echoing 
through the hall. 
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19. ON QUANTAR 
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odar Veran was a High Priest of the Sri. 
l, From a distance, in his outward appearance, he seemed like any 
other man. Once closer, the skin appeared vague, slightly ashen, the eyes 
withdrawn. A further step revealed an almost translucent quality to the 
entire exposed portion of the body; hands, face, neck. His clothes were the 
robes of the Emperor’s inner court, black and gold velvet, with a dark gray 
hood covering the head providing constant shade to the eyes. It was said 
the Sri priests were sensitive to the light; perhaps, it was rumored, a result 
of their taking of the starfire, the legendary biological agent through which 
their bodies were transformed. It was said that the starfire, ‘the blood of the 
ancients’, made them something other than human. Not more, nor less, 
merely, something else. 

The countenance of Veran betrayed no hint of what lay beyond, in the 
nether region of his mind. A mind only the Sri, in their most intimate way, 
could comprehend. A mind whose possible contemplations filled Pal 
Bennis with greater and greater loathing with each step he took. 

“Come, come!” said Veran to Bennis impatiently, not bothering to look 
up from the chess board he was preoccupied with. Veran sat in the desk 
chair previously owned by Nathan Cochrane, then usurped by Bennis, in the 
luxurious master bedchamber of the North Palace. The fact of this brash 
invasion of privacy was not lost on Bennis. It merely added anger to his 
loathing for the man. If indeed he was aman. Perhaps the Church is right 
after all, he thought, observing his rival. 

Non-human, 

“T’ve just been contemplating your game here. Which color are you?” 

“The white,” said Bennis, standing a full half dozen paces from the 
desk, and Veran. 

“Hmm. The strategies you employ are simplistic.” 

“T am a former master,” said Bennis as evenly as he could. 


“Yes,” Veran said with little-disguised contempt. “The black player 
does show promise. Very... imaginative. Who is your opponent?” 

“Arin, of course.” 

“Yes. Prince Arin. I should like to meet him. Soon.” 

“That should be unavoidable. He does rule this planet.” 

“We both know who rules this planet,” said Veran sharply, looking up 
from the board and locking eyes with Bennis. “Come and sit,” he gestured 
to the side chair. Bennis found himself going to the chair and sitting, 
despite his better judgment. I want no part of this... thing, he thought. 

“The young Prince Regent, he has been of great service to you, I 
Suspect?” said Veran. 

“Perhaps ‘great’ is too strong a word, but of service, yes.” Bennis 
found himself being drawn into conversation with the priest. 

“And our spies tell us you have things well under control here on 
Quantar?” 

“Well under control, except for an occasional rebel incursion from the 
Earth Sanctuary.” 

“Ah, yes, the rebels. They damaged your Starliner, did they not?” 

“At a great cost. But we have affected repairs at Callis. The Vixis is 
well stocked now with soldiers and equipment, and new armaments.” 

“What kind of armaments, may I ask?” 

“You mean your PKI vermin don’t know?” 

“I did not say that, I merely asked the question.” 

Loyalty_test, thought Bennis. He decided to respond with as much truth 
as he dared to share. 

“Two forward nuclear-thermal cannon, with enough gigatons to engulf a 
Habitable World in eternal flame.” 

Veran smiled grimly. “Ah, Habitable Worlds are not easy to come by. 
Do you plan on using your new weaponry on one in the near future?” 

“Very near future, your eminence,” said Bennis, leaning forward in the 
chair in an intimidating manner. 

“Do you have a target already selected?” 

“Yes, but perhaps you would like to provide an alternative? The new 
home world of the Sri, for instance?” 

Veran laughed loudly, his mouth open, the flesh inside looking red and 
inflamed to Bennis, a result of the enzyme treatments required to absorb the 
starfire, no doubt. It made Bennis hate him all the more. 





“We have no home world now, unless you intend to attack Corant itself, 
and the emperor you have sworn allegiance to?” said Veran. 

“Tf I did intend to attack Corant, I would not tell you, your eminence. 
But I would wait until you had returned there.” 

The laugh came again, cold and hollow, without a trace of real humor in 
it. And abruptly it was over. 

“Do you know the source of our power?” came the sudden words, 
confronting Bennis. 

“No, and I have no wish to know.” 

“Still, you must be curious?” 

Bennis decided to humor Veran. “It is said you can see the future.” 

“Ah yes. Rumor and innuendo,” the priest shuffled his garments, the 
first sign of discomfort he had shown. “We do not ‘see’ the future, as such, 
we merely predict it. The starfire gives us that. Call it the power of 
association. We are rarely wrong. So let me predict your future for you.” 

Bennis’ gaze grew narrow and harsh on the Sri priest. “You are 
planning an attack on the Earth Sanctuary, which has never been 
successfully attacked before. The Defensive Shield is of an unknown 
origin. We cannot measure it, nor can our probes penetrate it. Your direct 
attack will fail, and the Emperor will be forced to censure you for your 
pirate act, which although he might support it enthusiastically privately, he 
could never do so publicly, because of the opposition of the Kallaket. Arin 
will be empowered to rule Quantar for the emperor, and you will be exiled.” 

“All of this is very interesting,” said Bennis, “but you cannot know the 
outcome yet. You can only make suppositions. Earth has never been 
attacked by a Starliner before, the Convention of Ince forbade it. I believe 
we will win. I believe what you really fear is my increased power in the 
Empire.” 

“Perhaps, but if I could give you a better plan...” Veran let his voice trail 
off. 

“Such as?” 

Veran smiled, knowing he had Bennis interested. “The emperor is one 
of us now, did you know? But we can never completely control him, he 
will always have a mind of his own. He came to us late in life, I’m afraid. 
We need someone else, Someone younger, someone to... succeed the 
Emperor when he is gone.” 


The warning in Bennis’s voice was clear. “You are very close to 
treason, eminence.” 

Again the grim smile came from Veran. “Come now, ultimately that is 
why we are both here, you know that as well as I.” 

Bennis hesitated only a moment. “Go on,” he said. 

“We know of your intentions on the throne. And we find your plan, 
with the exception of the attack on the Sanctuary, to be sound. But a word 
from our PKI operatives and your life is ransom, and the Emperor will 
declare a price on your head.” 

“I warn you, walk softly now,” said Bennis angrily. Veran smiled the 
smile of aman who knew he was in no danger whatsoever. 

“In exchange for allowing your plan to continue, both long range and 
short range, we want something in return.” 

“And that’s why the Emperor sent you?” 

“We came of our own accord to this world.” 

“So what do you want?” 

“In short, we want a future. Someone we can manipulate to our will, 
someone who will rule in our name, and under our control.” 

“T would be of no use to you in this regard.” 

“Yes, but young Prince Arin, he could be of great service to us.” 

Bennis took only a moment to decide. Frankly, the thought of the two 
of them together amused him. 

“Agreed,” he said. 

“Good, then summon him, we will discuss our plan for attacking the 
Sanctuary with him here.” 

“Why? He is of no importance.” 

“Precisely, but we want him to believe that he is.” 

Bennis nodded. “One more thing, ‘our plan’ for attacking the 
Sanctuary?” 

“We must seem unified to him. If you succeed, our plans are 
accelerated. If you do not, we have, how can I say, contingency plans of 
our own. In any case, I have been sent to accompany you.” 

“AS a spy?” 

“As an interested observer. As for your plan-” 

“Tt has changed some. Just today I have decided to exact some revenge 
from the rebels for damaging my precious Starliner, and my reputation, with 
their impudent attack.” 


“This will not distract you from your original goal, I trust?” 
“Of course not,” said Bennis, then went to the intercom on his desk. 
“Summon Prince Arin,” he ordered, then sat down in silence to wait. 
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PRINCE ARIN ROSE AT the sound of the intercom chime. 

“What is it?” he said testily. 

“Governor Bennis requests your presence in his quarters,” said the duty 
chief. 

“At this hour? What for?” 

“He did not say, Sire. But he was insistent.” 

Arin contemplated this a moment, debating whether or not to obey, then 
replied. “Five minutes,” he said, then switched off the intercom. He began 
to dress. 

“You may go back to your quarters if you wish,” he said to the woman 
in his bed, “We will resume when I return. If I have not contacted you 
within the hour return immediately. I do not like to be kept waiting.” 

She smiled, then approached him, all darkness and seduction, pressing 
her body next to his, forcing him to stop dressing. He looked at her with 
annoyance. Then she kissed him, violently biting his lower lip as she pulled 
away. He grabbed her firmly by the throat, spitting his own blood to the 
floor. 

“Do not push me. I could quickly grow tired of you,” he said. 

“T think not,” she replied defiantly as she broke his grasp. “I think you 
are enamored with me.” 

True enough, he thought. He preferred the women of his own world to 
the ones Bennis had brought with him from Callis. And he had been 
surprised to find out how many of them voluntarily chose to indulge his 
baser pleasures. He finished dressing in silence, carelessly letting his 
uniform tunic hang open. He turned back to her. 

“PII be waiting,” she said, returning to the bed and setting herself 
languorously down on it. He merely nodded in silence, then departed his 
quarters. 

The walk to Bennis’s chambers was short. Nonetheless, Arin took some 
time to mull over the implications of this call. Bennis was also a man who 
valued his daily private pleasures. It would take something of importance 
to shake him from his preoccupations at this hour. 


He arrived at his father’s former quarters, nodding to the sentries in the 
hallway. They let him pass wordlessly. Obviously he was expected. He 
pushed lush fabrics aside as he came to the chamber’s inner door, then rang 
the chime. The door opened silently. 

He entered to the sight of a seated and slightly bored looking Bennis 
and another man, dressed in the robes of the Sri priesthood. Arin barely 
disguised his disdain for the one man, and revulsion for the other. 

“You summoned me,” he said absently, tunic still hanging open in 
disrespect. 

“Yes, I did,” said Bennis, rising slowly. “Do you know my guest, Lodar 
Veran, High Priest of the Sri?” 

“No,” replied Arin. 

“And I imagine he has no wish to know me, do you young man?” said 
Veran in a baiting manner. 

“No, I don’t,” said Arin, “you have taken me from my evenings’ 
recreation, and I don’t care for that. But I’m sure your kind wouldn’t 
understand.” 

“Oh, we understand,” said Veran, moving from behind the table. His 
form of motion was an awkward dance, like a skeleton walking. He took 
several steps closer to Arin, deliberately making him uncomfortable as he 
smiled his red-mouthed smile. “We simply have no interest in indulging. 
We choose to explore... higher pleasures,” he said. 

Arin turned to Bennis. “Why have you brought me here?” he asked. 
Veran answered. 

“To discuss the coming attack on the Earth Sanctuary. There has been a 
change of plans.” 

“There has?” quizzed Arin, feigning disinterest. 

“Yes,” said Bennis. He rolled a large paper scroll onto the desktop. 

“We will attack first here, Zaed Vadela Three, a mining outpost in the 
Kanaris system. The rebels have been using it as a staging post to run their 
raids and contraband in and out of the system. It has a civilian population 
of two-hundred thirty thousand. The outpost has been useful to us on 
occasion in the past. Its destruction will signal to the rebels that we are 
coming now for them.” 

Arin went straight into military analysis. “Is it wise to signal our intent 
so Clearly? Won’t this attack galvanize them into a more aggressive 
posture?” questioned Arin. 


“Tt could,” answered Bennis. “It could just as easily panic them into a 
mistake. We don’t know what kind of defenses the Sanctuary has beyond 
the Defensive Shield. But it is almost certain they have no aggressive 
weapons. None that could withstand a Starliner, anyway.” 

“There are legends from the war,” said Veran. 

“Legends?” said Arin, focusing on the unpleasant sight of the priest for 
the first time. 

“Of gleaming church spires in space. Of weapons of lightning.” 

“Child’s tales!” laughed Bennis. 

“Perhaps,” said Veran. “But every ship who ventured in to the Sol 
system during the war was destroyed, or at least never heard from again. 
Our own included. I would not dismiss such tales so easily.” 

Arin eyed the two men. “Are you sure this mining outpost attack is 
necessary?” he said. 

“We need a demonstration of our power,” said Veran. Arin looked to 
Bennis, who merely nodded. 

“And what guarantee do we have of success?” said Arin. 

“A Starliner is all the guarantee we will need,” said Bennis. 

“And if I require more?” 

“You will not get it,” said Bennis angrily. “You will do as we tell you, 
and you will learn. Believe me, it is my fondest desire to turn this cold rock 
of a world of yours over to you and leave as soon as possible. But I will do 
it on my terms, and I’ll tolerate no insolence from you. You will follow 
orders and there will be no guarantees. Understood?” 

Arin merely nodded. 

“Good, our shuttle leaves in the morning and we’ll dock aboard Vixis at 
2200. The attack on the outpost will be the following day. Pack your 
military journals and prepare to be taught. You are dismissed,” said Bennis 
sharply, pointing to the doorway. 

Arin bowed ungraciously to both men and left quickly, anxious to return 
to his pleasures. 

“T like him,” said Veran when Arin had gone. 

“T’m so glad for you,” said Bennis sarcastically. 

“PII have our operative administer the first enzyme treatment tonight,” 
said Veran. 

“You have an operative here? In my command?” 

“Of course. Does that surprise you? It shouldn’t.” 


“T will need the Prince in good working order for the attack on the 
outpost.” 

Veran smiled. “He will be fine. The enzymes will take weeks to build 
up in his system. He’ll hardly notice, nor will you.” 

Then Veran smiled the humorless smile again. 

“Yes. An excellent choice.” 


= 


20. AT THE EARTH SANCTUARY 
ny 


ane adjusted his uniform top, checking his image in the mirror 

hanging in the chapel anteroom. He fingered the gold sash, slightly 
uncomfortable with the extra epaulets and brocade on his formal royal 
uniform, then let out a resigned sigh. 

“You look very good, Sire,” said Layton. 

“Do I?” replied Dane, then removed and repositioned the family crest 
on his chest for the third time. “Will Colonel Noiman think the same?” 

“I believe so, Sire,” replied Layton. 

“T feel like a toy soldier in this thing,” said Dane, annoyed. “All of you 
just get to wear your standard dress. Axel will probably laugh at all this. 
I’m amazed Rijkard had the ability to replicate these horrid things, and I’d 
almost forgotten how uncomfortable they are.” He twisted from side to side 
to get another view in the mirror. 

“Yes, Sire.” 

“And she’ll just be standing there in her dress uniform, laughing at me.” 

“Do you really think so, Sire?” 

“Yes, Ido, Layton. Just laughing at me.” 

“Of course, Sire.” 

Dane looked at Layton and realized he was being humored, then 
decided to change the subject while continuing to fidget with his clothing 

“And how is General Tannace?” 

“Resting comfortably a few floors down, Sire. Under guard.” 

“Good. We’ll deal with him in the morning. As for now,” Dane turned 
to Layton, arms held out in surrender, “I guess the show must go on.” 
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THE BALLROOM WAS AN enormous hall. All the splendor the earthmen 
could muster had been brought out for display. From the glistening 
chandeliers soaring high above the great dance floor, to the clinking of 
crystal champagne glasses, to the ornate sofas and settee’s trundled about, 


Rijkard had spared nothing in preparation for this celebration. Dane took in 
the room from his balcony perch; eying first the terraced gardens and 
graceful fountains outside to his right, then the musicians gathering at the 
far end of the hall, then finally to the huge flock of waiters serving the 
hundreds of guests at the bar to his left. His private observations were 
interrupted when the crowd noticed he and Layton and began to applaud 
noisily. The sound echoed around the room until it became nearly a roar. 
He raised his right hand to acknowledge them. Layton smiled at Dane, both 
of them overwhelmed and slightly embarrassed by the reception. When it 
didn’t subside Dane raised both hands in a motion of modesty, but the 
applause continued. It seemed Dane’s brush with death and treachery had 
made him even more popular with the Quantar exiles. He began to worry it 
would become the stuff of legend, and legends had a way of haunting the 
subject they deify. 

Then Rijkard came forward and the crowd began to quiet. He held a 
champagne flute in his hand, and raised it to the crowd. 

“T have not tasted champagne since the days of my youth,” he said. 
“Not in modesty, but to honor my service to the Holy Church. But today I 
see the wisdom in honoring what God has done for us, and for your people, 
a people of destiny, and a man of destiny. God has raised up a young man 
to lead you, and we are here to honor him. Your time of liberation is at 
hand, and I give you the one through whom God has chosen to deliver that 
liberation, Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar!” 

Then Rijkard raised his glass and drank, and the crowd erupted in 
applause again. 

“Heady stuff!” said Layton into Dane’s ear. Dane merely nodded 
acknowledgement, any reply would have been drowned out by the din. 
Finally it became obvious they would not stop until he spoke. He took a 
step forward, then raised a hand to the crowd. This time they quieted. 

“People of Quantar, and of the Sanctuary. Tonight is a celebration, and 
should be treated as such. But let us not forget, the hardest part is still 
ahead, and that work begins tomorrow.” 

The crowd moaned at this. Dane swallowed hard, wondering if he 
would lose them. He quickly continued: 

“But for tonight, we rejoice in our coming victory, the unity of our 
people and my family, and we acknowledge the gracious help of our host, 
Dr. Rijkard, and all the assistance he and the Sanctuary has given.” There 


was warm applause at this, and Dane felt his confidence returning. “So let 
the music begin, and let us enjoy this night. Thank you.” There was warm 
applause again, and much to his relief the orchestra began playing at his 
queue and people made their way to the dance floor to begin the evening’s 
festivities. 

“Whew!” said Layton, “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it out of 
that one.” 

“My father always told me, when all else fails, strike up the band,” the 
two men shared a laugh, then made their way down the ornate marble 
stairway to the ballroom floor, where Dane was mobbed by well-wishers. 
He looked around for Axel, but couldn’t find her among the uniformed 
Quantar officers. Slowly, and he hoped politely, he made his way through 
the crowd toward Rijkard. Once engaged with him, Layton made his 
apologies. 

“I’m going to look for Tera,” he said. Dane nodded as Layton 
winnowed through the crowd, then turned to the master of the Sanctuary. 

“You have great confidence in me,” he said. Rijkard nodded. 

“Not so much in you, Sire, but in God.” 

Dane looked at him curiously. “I could still fail, and we could all be 
killed,” he said. 

“God will not allow that, I’m certain. It is prophesied.” 

“Prophesied? Do you know how many failed prophets litter the pages 
of history?” said Dane. Rijkard nodded. 

“Many,” he said, “But God has seen to our needs in this matter, and we 
are prepared to take our place in history. You will be victorious, Dane 
Cochrane.” 

“Against Starliners? I wish I could be so sure.” 

Rijkard smiled. “You’re doubter, I see. Very well then. Tomorrow I 
will show you a great secret.” 

“A secret?” 

Rijkard fixed his gaze upon Dane, and locked eyes with him. “The 
source of our power.” 

Dane felt the intuitive knot in his stomach, not in fear, but as he had felt 
it in the library; the power of truth. He found himself unable to break 
Rijkard’s gaze, and felt for the first time why he was the leader of this 
place, felt the power of his presence. It was a presence with which Dane 
knew he could not contend. 





“Tomorrow?” Dane asked, voice cracking. Rijkard nodded, then spoke 
so that only Dane could hear. 

“Tomorrow I will shed these priest’s garments, and become a warrior.” 
Dane knew in that moment he wanted this warrior on his side. Then Rijkard 
smiled, breaking the gaze, and slapped Dane casually on the shoulder. 

“But tonight is for you, Sire. Celebrate. You are young. Go find 
Colonel Noiman. I’m sure she is as anxious for your company as you are 
for hers.” 

“Of course,” said Dane, still taking in all Rijkard had said. And then the 
doctor was gone through the crowd, Sanctuary priests gathering to him as 
he went. Dane stood alone for a moment, collecting himself. He felt as if 
he had just woke from a strong dream, and that it still held his conscious 
thoughts. Vaguely he became aware he was being spoken to. He turned to 
see an attractive dark-haired Major of the Quantar Guard talking to him and 
holding out a glass of champagne. 

“I... Pm sorry. What did you say?” said Dane, automatically taking the 
glass from her. 

“I said my name is Madrey Margretson, Sire.” 

Dane just looked at her, confused. “Major Madrey Margretson?” he 
finally said. 

“Yes,” she smiled, covering her mouth a bit as if she were embarrassed 
by her own name. “It is rather a mouthful isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” replied Dane. “Yes it is.” He stood there with her, his mind still 
numb from the encounter with Rijkard, not able to think of a thing to say. 

“Sire, would you like to dance?” she said. 

“What?” came Dane’s clumsy reply. She smiled the embarrassed smile 
again. 

“T asked you if you would like to dance.” 

Dane looked desperately around the room for Axel, couldn’t find her 
amongst the many blue-clad Quantar officers, and was unable to think of a 
single reason to say no. So he gathered himself and said: 

“Yes, I would.” Then he took her by the arm and led her to the dance 
floor. The crowd, watching his every move, began to applaud, and 
suddenly Dane realized his dreadful mistake, and knew that he was 
finished. 

Axel will never forgive me, he thought. 


Colonel Axel Noiman was in a balcony anteroom, frantically trying to 
adjust her dress to fit properly, but to no avail. She and Tera had hidden 
away here to finish their preparations for the ball. 

“I can’t believe I’ve lost this much weight since the Starliner!” Axel 
said, frustrated. 

“Hold still ma’am,” said Tera, who was busily trying to sew in her 
superior officer’s bodice. The orchestra music came muffled through the 
door. 

“Just a moment ma’am, I’ve nearly got it!” Axel stopped her fidgeting, 
put her hands to her hips and said, 

“Is there no way to get you to stop calling me ‘Colonel’ and ‘ma’am’?” 

“Tm sorry. I’m just not comfortable being so familiar with officers,” 
replied Tera. 

“Well, I suppose there are worse traits. And you are rather handy. 
Without that sewing kit I’d being showing Sire Cochrane far more than 
would be appropriate.” 

“But nothing he hasn’t seen already,” teased Tera. 

Axel smiled at the good-humored barb. “Yes,” she said, “But I don’t 
ever want him to take me for granted. That’s the first rule of love.” 

“And war?” 

“This is the kind of war I’d much rather fight. Aren’t you finished yet?” 
said Axel, returning the barb. 

“Just now. There.” Tera ruffled out the gown with her hands and 
adjusted the bodice again. 

“Enough,” said Axel, sweeping Tera’s hands away, then went to the 
mirror. She turned once from side to side, hands on hips, admiring herself. 
“What do you think?” she said. 

“Perfect!” 

The roar of the crowd got their attention. “What on earth could that 
be?” asked Tera. 

“Let’s find out,” said Axel, and headed for the anteroom door. 
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“WE MET ONCE,” SAID Madrey Margretson over the orchestra music, 
“At a reception for military families in KendalFalk. My father was a 
member of the palace guard. You were sixteen, I was twelve.” 


Dane looked at her, unable to keep from admiring her natural beauty 
and her grace as a dance partner. 

“Well, you certainly don’t look twelve anymore,” he said, rather 
clumsily. 

“Thank you, Sire, she smiled again, flushing her cheeks with a warm 
red glow. 

She is beautiful, thought Dane. Steady, man. Just finish the dance and 
hope Axel hasn *t arrived yet. 

Dane was happy to see there were others dancing around them, 
providing him some cover. As the orchestra began to wind down Dane 
thought he might actually escape the situation with minimal damage done. 
Then something caught his eye, high and away, on a balcony overlooking 
the dance floor, a color. 

Auburn. Her hair and her dress. 

Oh God, she’s worn the dress from the Starliner for me, he thought. 
Idiot! 

Axel and Tera stood on the balcony, Tera subdued at the sight below, 
Axel fuming. 

“That! That! Oh!” was all she could muster. 

“Ma’am?” quizzed Tera. 

Axel turned and brushed past her, back into the anteroom. Tera 
followed. Inside, Axel paced back and forth, seething with anger. 

“That oaf! Who does he think he is? The Director? Well of course he’s 
the Director, but still...” 

“Ma’am?” Axel continued pacing, lost in her anger. 

“He couldn’t wait? One bloody dance?” 

“Ma’am,” she continued to pace. 

“He has no sense for my feelings. Probably be a terrible husband 
anyway...” 

“Ma’am!” said Tera loudly. 

“What is it?” shouted Axel. 

“Perhaps there is an explanation.” 

“What explanation?” she said, then quieted, crossing her gloved arms. 
“Pm listening.” 

“I might suggest, before you jump to conclusions, that you try to find 
out what the situation really is.” 

“Tt seems to me bloody obvious what the situation is!” 


“Still, ma’am, you should at least find out what his story is. Flit about a 
bit, intrigue him, try to get his attention.” 

Axel contemplated this a moment. “And then?” 

“Make him pay.” 

Axel began to smile. 
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BY THE TIME DANE COULD manage to maneuver the Major back into a 
position where he could see the balcony again, Axel was gone. Probably 
for good, he thought,_It’s what I deserve for being_such a fool. He returned 
his attention to his dance partner. 

There could be worse consolations, he thought, then brushed it out of 
his mind. The music ended and Dane bowed gracefully, promising a return 
engagement. If I’m still alive, he thought, then made his way through the 
crowd to find Layton. After a few moments, he was successful. 

“T can’t find Tera,” complained Layton. 

“She’s in the anteroom above the balcony, with Colonel Noiman, but 
we’ve got bigger problems,” said Dane. Layton’s face grew concerned. 

“What, Sire?” 

“Colonel Noiman saw me dancing with another woman.” 

Layton couldn’t suppress a smile. 

“This is serious, man!” insisted Dane. Layton straightened himself, 
hands clasped behind his back to indicate attention. 

“And, uh, just how did you find yourself in this predicament, Sire?” he 
asked. 

“That’s not important now,” said Dane. “Suffice to say that I’m an 
idiot.” 

“Yes, Sire,” said Layton, smile returning. 

“Damn it, man, will you help me or not? I could order you!” 

“That won’t be necessary, Sire. What do you need?” 

Dane looked about uncertainly. “Well, first I’ve got to find her, to 
explain. Maybe she’s left the Sanctuary and returned to barracks, I don’t 
know. But once I find her, then, well, then I’ll make the biggest apology of 
my life.” 

“The apology will be necessary, Sire. But I don’t think you should have 
much trouble finding her.” 

“Why not?” 








“Because she’s there,” said Layton, pointing to the dance floor. 

The handsome young guardsman swung Axel around gracefully, 
obviously delighted to be dancing with so renowned and beautiful a 
woman. The fact that she had asked him for the dance, well, that just 
seemed to be the way of things these days. The crowd applauded at the 
sight of her, and she acknowledged them with a broad smile, a tip of the 
head and a flourish of the auburn gown. 

Axel glanced at the crowd to look for signs of Dane. Within a few 
moments she spotted him, but did her best to appear to ignore him. He 
stood with Layton, hands on hips, looking repentant. But not enough just 
yet, she thought. 

“Layton, get me a drink. I can see this is going to be a long night.” 

Layton went and returned quickly with a glass of champagne. Dane 
drank as Axel danced with one young guardsman after another. She 
appeared not to notice him, but Dane knew better, so he drank slowly, 
taking his medicine contritely, waiting for his opportunity. 

It was well into the evening when Axel ended her dancing and then 
struck up a conversation with Colonel Gweneth and some of his senior 
officers. Dane stayed close, pretending to be in important conversation, but 
keeping a respectful distance from her. 

Axel pretended to listen intently to the pompous Gweneth. “As I was 
saying,” he said, “Our strategy must take into consideration economic as 
well as military means to liberate our world. For instance...” Just then Dane 
broke from his conversation to take another glass from the waiter and move 
ever closer to her. 

“Colonel Gweneth, could we take this engaging conversation out to the 
terrace, I should like to get some fresh air.” 

“But of course!” Axel took his arm and they headed for the terrace. 

When Dane turned back from the waiter, Axel was gone. He searched 
for her, finally spotting her on the outside terrace, where several guests had 
gathered. It was time to take action. He went through the crowd until he 
found Layton, alone with Tera in a dark corner of the ballroom. 

“Layton,” he said quietly but sharply. Layton stirred, then moved from 
the shadows, buttoning his loosened collar as he came. 

“Yes, Sire,” he said. His demeanor giving away nothing to indicate any 
displeasure at his Director’s abrupt re-appearance. 


“I have work for you. Colonel Gweneth is on the terrace with Axel. I 
want you to call him away.” 

“Sire?” 

“T said call him away.” 

“For what?” 

“I don’t care, man! Make something up. Just do it now. That’s an 
order.” 

Layton looked behind him to his girl, then finished buttoning his collar. 
“Yes, Sire,” he said, then he was off. 

Dane stood awkwardly for a moment, then nodded at the shadowed Tera 
before moving off to observe. Within a minute an on-duty Guardsman 
approached Gweneth and saluted. The Colonel listened, then nodded 
resignedly and made what appeared to be apologies to Axel. Then he was 
gone as Axel continued to converse with one of the many young men she 
had danced with. Layton re-appeared at Dane’s side. 

“Done, Sire. This is your chance. Don’t blow it.” 

Dane smiled sheepishly. “Thank you, Layton. You may, uh, resume.” 
Layton just nodded once and then watched Dane head to the terrace, 
approaching Axel from behind. 

He had closed to within twenty feet of her when he saw the young 
guardsman she had first danced with approaching from the other side. Dane 
realized the guard would get there first, and panicked. Without thinking, he 
acted. 

“Colonel Noiman!” he said loudly. Axel turned abruptly at the sound of 
his voice, surprise etched across her features. The young guard saw Dane 
coming and stopped in his tracks. Seizing his advantage, Dane walked 
briskly up to her and took her by the hand. 

“Sire?” said Axel, loud enough for the entire crowd to hear. “What’s all 
this about?” she protested, looking from Dane to the guard. 

“Military business,” he said, nodding to the crestfallen guard as they 
passed. 

“But, Sire!” Axel was caught off-guard by this frontal assault, unable to 
muster a reply. Dane pulled her convincingly down the terrace steps, past a 
fountain and into the dew-damp garden. The young guardsman resignedly 
watched them go, outranked by important business, then shuffled off, his 
evening ended in disappointment. 

Once out of sight Axel began to gather her wits and fight back. 


“Let go of me!” she demanded. 

“Not yet!” he said back, holding on to one silk-gloved arm as firmly as 
he dared. 

“Where are we going?” she demanded again. 

“Waterloo,” said Dane. 

“What?” 

They rounded a bend and Dane stopped, pushing her firmly up against a 
yew hedge with his hands on both shoulders. She stared back at him 
defiantly, piercing fire in her eyes. Dane realized he had crossed a line now 
and there was no going back. He let go of her and got down on one knee, 
taking her left hand in his right. He spoke quickly so as not to lose the 
moment. 

“Colonel Axel Noiman of Quantar, I hereby completely and totally, 
without terms, surrender to you. I apologize for my boorish and stupid 
behavior. It was insensitive and doltish of me.” He paused then. 

“Go on,” she said. Dane looked perplexed, then stumbled out more 
words. 

“I didn’t realize what I was doing until it was too late. I had just 
finished talking to Rijkard, and, well, he kind of leaves me in a daze 
sometimes, and it’s just, well...” 

“You’re babbling.” 

“Yes,” 

“It’s cold out here.” 

“Of course,” Dane rose and removed his sash, then his uniform tunic 
and placed it over her shoulders to warm her, leaving him in only his white 
dress shirt in the autumn air. He looked into her eyes, soaked in the beauty 
of her face in the moonlight. The flash of defiance was there still, but he 
had already come this far. He pushed his face into hers and kissed her 
passionately, feeling the anger melt out of her bit by bit as their lips met. 
He pulled back again. 

“Damn it,” he said, frustrated. “What I’m trying to say is that I love 
you, and I don’t care about what Rijkard says. Imperial politics be 
damned! It’s you that I want, and no one else, ever!” He went down to one 
knee. “Axel, I want us to be-” 

“Sire!” The voice was loud, the tone grave, and it belonged to Layton. 
The knot in Dane’s stomach returned instantly and he knew intuitively that 


this interruption was necessary and of great importance. He stood to face a 
crestfallen Axel. 

“Wait here,” he said, then moved off to talk privately with Layton, who 
had brought two Quantar sentries with him. 

“Sire, my apologies-” 

Dane held up a hand to him. “Save it. I know you wouldn’t interrupt 
for anything but an emergency. What is it? 

Layton swallowed hard. “Our operatives on Zaed Vadela Three have 
reported Bennis’s Starliner left Quantar orbit four hours ago. Direct 
heading for the base. They’re worried. Bad, Sire.” 

Dane nodded. “They should be. Can we contact them?” 

“Not in time. We should know of an attack within the hour.” Dane 
didn’t hesitate. 

“Call the staff. P’ll be along in a few minutes,” he said. Layton started 
to move off with the sentries. 

The knot tightened in Dane again as he watched them start to go. 
“Belay that,” he called out to Layton. “Wait here for me.” Then he turned 
back to Axel, the knot growing stronger with every step. He stood at her 
side, taking her hand in his. Layton stood off in the shadows, trying to give 
them a private moment they all knew was impossible now. Dane debated 
the words he had nearly spoken, the warnings of Rijkard, and then made his 
decision. 

“They’re coming,” he said to her. “I’m calling the staff together.” 

Axel nodded silently, wavering for a moment between woman and 
soldier. Seeing no movement in him, she took action. 

“PII get changed,” she said, then went to move past him. His gentle 
hand on her arm stopped her. He whispered into her ear. 

“Axel, no matter what happens, no matter what I say or do in the days 
ahead, always remember that I love you,” then he kissed her again just 
once. When she opened her eyes he was already walking off into the night 
with Layton. 

And Axel stood alone in the darkness, and shivered. 
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he staff waited for word in the library most of the night. It was long, 
T and lonely. Dane ordered refreshments brought in during the third 
watch, but there was sparse interest from the gathered officers. Nonetheless 
Dane ordered the Quantar senior staff, Dane, Axel, Colonel Gwyneth, 
Layton, Brake, the mercenary, who came at Dane’s request, and the 
regiment commanders, seventeen in all, to formally sit together. They ate in 
silence. 

Hour after hour the expected word didn’t come. The base, for all they 
knew, was a flaming cinder by now. Communications could have been cut 
off by jamming probes moving in advance of the Starliner. Layton’s report 
indicated that the Vixis had been observed leaving Quantar orbit in such a 
leisurely maneuver that it was clear they found no need to hurry or concern 
themselves about their target. It was as if they intended the inhabitants of 
Zaed Vadela Three to suffer in fear as much as possible. The fact that 
communication hadn’t yet been received from the base didn’t indicate an 
outcome one way or another, but no one in the staff doubted that the base 
would stand little chance against Governor Bennis’ machine. 

Dane took to pacing in the last hour before dawn. Axel sat in a side 
chair and watched him in silence, the charts describing the base’s defenses 
discarded on the table in front of her. Zaed Vadela Three had been her 
passageway out of the Quantar system and into free space. It would have 
made an excellent rebel base except that it was practically indefensible, 
essentially a near-motionless rock in space, in an area of the Quantar system 
similar to Sol’s Oort Cloud It was thought that such an obvious target, 
combined with its great natural resources and the hard currency they 
provided, would keep it off the Governor’s hit list. Apparently that was 
now an empty hope. 

She remembered her days there, trying to act like a rough and tumble 
tholium miner, learning to run a boring drill. The months there were good 
ones, full of intrigue and rogue attacks on Quantar supply ships. The arrival 


of the Vixis in the Quantar system quieted things for a while. After going to 
Earth and waiting for almost two years the chance to strike back at the 
hated Cochrane’s had come. And now the one most hated was their greatest 
hope. 

As she watched him pace she noted the tightness in his shoulders, 
visible even through the duty uniform he now wore. Both of them had 
changed out of the previous evening’s finery, Axel feeling rather like a fool 
for the way they carried on, oblivious to the horrific reality they were 
ensconced in. She was perturbed by the fact that none of the Earthmen, not 
Sanctuary troops nor any of the priests, had shown the slightest interested in 
the situation. Inquiries to Rijkard’s quarters were met with the reply that he 
had been informed, and was sleeping. 

Axel wondered if she would ever hear the words Dane had started to say 
in the garden. His manner was now of the utmost professional soldier, his 
only concern seeming to be the military situation. In their brief 
conversations since he had been distant and cold, almost emotionless. 
Clearly his internal struggle with their relationship, the appropriateness of 
it, had returned. She decided that saving their world was more important 
right now. 

A brief wave of nausea overcame her suddenly. She closed her eyes and 
tried to ride it out, chalking it up to the lack of sleep. When it didn’t abate 
she excused herself and went to the lavatory, lingering a moment over the 
toilet before vomiting. She freshened, gathered herself and then returned to 
the staff room to find all the other officers cloistered around the lone video 
screen. Raw footage, apparently from an observation satellite, was 
playing. She moved next to Layton and then nudged him gently, 
whispering: 

“What is it?” 

“Download from a mining tracker probe. Someone, we think a passing 
smuggler, sent it through direct feed to Earth.” 

The screen painted a dark and grainy gray visage, apparently a replay of 
a jammed distress signal from one of the colony authorities, undoubtedly 
blocked from leaving the system but picked up by the tracking satellite, 
then downloaded by the smugglers. The tension in the voice was clear - 
fear and desperation. Axel concentrated on the words the man spoke. 

“unclear as to their intent. If you can hear us, Earth, or anyone within 
range, we ask for assistance. I repeat, Starliner Vixis closing to firing range 


on our position. We need assistance. Please reply...” the next few words 
were garbled by static. When the voice returned, panic was present. 

“We are under attack! Can you render assis-” The screen cleared 
abruptly, the voice stopped, replaced by blackness. After a few seconds a 
grainy grayscale image appeared. Zed Vadela Three could be made out as a 
dark rock with tiny lights, dwellings and mining colonies, scattering its 
surface. A chronometric display flickered in the lower left corner. 

“Observation satellite at the jump point,” said a gruff voice - Brake, the 
mercenary. Axel had first met him at the base. She wondered if he had 
friends or family there. 

The image flashed bright white three times, then bombardment impacts 
began to mottle the surface of the asteroid. The Vixis was out of range of 
the stationary satellite’s viewer, slowly lobbing nuclear-thermal shells at the 
asteroid’s surface. The Starliner had the capacity to deliver fusion bombs in 
rapid fire order to any target. It was clear whoever was masterminding this 
attack intended it to go on as long as possible. The warheads being used 
were of low yield and designed to maximize an opponent’s opportunity for 
surrender, when used against a planet. But used against the asteroid, the 
only intent of this attack could be to maximize the horror to the population 
and the twisted pleasure of its attackers. 

“Turn it off,” ordered Dane, in a quiet but firm voice. He turned to face 
the staff. “Everyone to get three hours sleep, or at least rest. We will 
reconvene at the manor house at 1000 hours.” Then he left the room 
abruptly, Layton trailing, Axel staring blankly after him. 
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WHEN SHE ARRIVED AT the manor house library ten minutes early, 
Dane was already there working, standing with Layton at the main table, 
reviewing charts and giving orders. The sun had made a welcome 
appearance and the room was filled with the dappled morning light of late 
Fall. From his refreshed appearance it was clear he had managed some 
sleep, which was encouraging to Axel. Always better to face an enemy 
prepared, she thought. 

“And see what’s taking Rijkard!” Dane ordered to Layton as the 
lieutenant sprinted for the comm room. 

“You seem to be a bit rested,” said Axel as she walked up to him. He 
glanced up and managed a brief smile. 


“A trick I learned at the Director’s Academy. Sleep when you can, it 
may be the last time. You’re early,” he said to her, then looked back down at 
his troop reports. 

“T didn’t know you were so literal,” she teased. Axel felt a brief wave 
of nausea again, her smile fading. 

Dane sensed her discomfort and looked up from his papers again. “Are 
you alright?” 

“Yes,” she lied, voice only slightly out of character with weakness. “It’s 
just the lack of sleep, and probably too much champagne last night.” 

Dane considered her carefully, debating for a moment before accepting 
her explanation. “I hope that’s all it is. We can’t have our best officers 
getting sick on us during the main battle,” he said. 

“Of course. Dane, about last night. I wanted you-” 

“Axel,” said Dane, interrupting her in a quiet but sharp voice. He 
paused before continuing, looking about the room for eavesdroppers. “I’m 
sorry,” he finally said. “We haven’t time to discuss our personal feelings.” 

“But we already are,” she said, hands on hips. 

“No, we aren’t. The staff-” Dane stopped in mid-sentence as the 
Quantar senior officers came rushing through the library doors, “is here. 
I’m sorry, Axel, there’s no time.” He moved from the table to greet each 
man by name and rank and shake their hand in a show of unity. 

“There never is,” Axel whispered to herself, bowing her head for a 
moment, then collected herself and joined the gathering staff. 

After a few moments of formality Dane moved the staff to the table, 
where he began passing out troop and battle preparedness reports. As he 
did, each of the commanders took a position around the table, younger 
officers deferring to older by allowing them the places nearest their 
Director. The mercenary Brake was directly opposite Dane, furthest away 
from him. Dane motioned Axel to take a place at his left. The spot on his 
right, Chief of Staff, was open, and no one dared to presume upon it, though 
if truth be known not a man, or woman, among them did not aspire to it. 
Dane addressed the officers. 

“As you may have noted, the position of Chief of Staff has not been 
filled. It is impossible for any army to function without the best possible 
man,” he paused now and turned slightly to Axel, “or woman, in the job. I 
have carefully considered each of you, and found many to be worthy of the 
position. But in the end, one stood out from the crowd. I hope you will all 


agree with my choice. Mister Layton,” he raised his voice, “Has our guest 
arrived?” 

Layton came into the room through the double doors at the opposite the 
planning table. “Yes, Sire, he has.” 

“Show him in.” 

All heads turned to follow Layton as he went to a side anteroom door 
and opened it. Presently, a man dressed in a Quantar military uniform 
emerged from the room, placed his cap on his head, and followed Layton 
into the library. The room was dead silent. Officers moved aside to make 
room in a spot next to the mercenary. A spot for General Devin Tannace. 

“You wanted to see me, Sire,” he said, then glanced at Brake, the man 
who had so unceremoniously dropped him in the war game. 

“Yes,” said Dane, staring right at Tannace, who met his gaze evenly. 
“Do you know why we’re here, General?” 

“Yes, Sire,” he said stiffly. “Your man Layton filled me in on the way 
over from the Cathedral.” 

“Then it should be obvious as to why I requested your presence.” 

Tannace shook his head. “I’m sorry, Sire, I don’t understand.” 

Dane took in a deep breath. 

“General, we are in the stages of preparing a battle plan to fight the 
Starliner. But we have a problem. Our best and most experienced officer is 
not among us,” Gwyneth bristled slightly at this, “And we need him and the 
two thousand loyal men he commands, if we are to succeed.” 

“I will help in any way I can, Sire.” 

“Good,” Dane motioned to the spot nearest him on the right. “Join us as 
my Chief of Staff, then.” 

Tannace stood motionless for a moment, brow furrowed, disbelieving. 
“Chief of Staff?” he exclaimed. Axel suppressed a smile. 

“Is there a problem General?” said Dane in mock admonition. “Your 
commission is still valid. In examining your service record I’ve found no 
lack of patriotism toward the flag of Quantar. No record of insubordination 
that would justify your defiance of my request.” 

“Insubordination? Defiance? My God man, yesterday I tried to kill 
!” said Tannace. 

“That was yesterday,” said Dane. “Today Quantar needs you, we all 
need you. I need you. So what is your answer, General?” 

Tannace looked to Axel. “Is this your doing?” he said to her. 
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“No,” she said, smiling and shaking her head. “This is all his doing.” 

“Well, General?” said Dane, feigning impatience. 

“T don’t know if I trust you,” he said flatly. 

“Very well then,” said Dane, then removed his sidearm, holster and all, 
and threw it across the table to Tannace. 

“What’s this for?” said Tannace, looking down suspiciously at the 
weapon. 

“For you to wear in my presence at all times.” 

“Why?” 

“You do not trust me, correct? Therefore I order you, on the condition 
of your accepting the position of my Chief of Staff, to shoot me 
immediately upon my committing any act of treason against Quantar. 
Furthermore, I order all of you,” he said, finger sweeping the room, “Not to 
stop him. Is that enough for you General?” 

Tannace looked down again at the weapon, then up to Dane in 
astonishment. “I suppose,” he paused, then continued cautiously, “That it 
is, Sire.” 

“Then for God’s sake, man, pick up the weapon!” said Axel exuberantly 

Tannace hesitated for the slightest of moments, then reached down and 
picked up the gun. Every officer in the room began to applaud. Dane 
motioned for Tannace to come around to the spot at his right hand. Tannace 
belted the weapon on his waist as he came, the applause rising a bit with 
each step. When he reached Dane’s side Axel came between them and 
kissed Devin on the cheek. 

“Welcome back,” she said into his ear, then took her place at Dane’s 
left. 

The applause died down. Dane extended his right hand, and Tannace 
took it, the surprise still clear on his face. He shook his head in disbelief. 

“What manner of man are you?” he asked. 

“T am your Director, Devin, and I hope, one day, your friend,” said 
Dane. 

Devin nodded, the extension of friendship being all too much for one 
day. “I hope so, too, Sire,” he said. Dane looked up and addressed the staff 
formally. 

“T hereby nominate General Devin Tannace to be my Chief of Staff, to 
serve his world with honor. Do I have a second?” said Dane. 

“I second!” said Axel. 


“Any objections?” The room stayed silent. “So let it be noted, Mr. 
Layton. Now, shall we get down to business?” Axel raised her fist in the 
air. 

“Huzzah!” she said, leading the cheer. All the staff joined in. 
“Huzzah! Huzzah!” The applause came again, then Dane waved them to 
silence and turned his attention back to the charts on the table. 
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“WE HAVE APPROXIMATELY 20,000 men, mostly ground troops, in ten 
battalions of around 2,000 each. Our list of space-worthy equipment is 
bleak, to say the least. And we have nothing of even remotely frigate class 
to use against the Starliner. However, we do possess one asteroid mining 
drill, in station-keeping above our position. The only alternative I can see is 
to use the drill to attack the ‘liner. Our transports and fighters could supply 
cover. They’re almost too small to be good targets for the ‘liner’s thermal 
cannon.” 

“Like a flea trying to kill an elephant,” said Colonel Gwyneth. 

Dane nodded agreement. “I understand. The chances of success are 
slim. Our greatest hope would seem to lie in trying to act not like fleas, as 
the Colonel said, but more like summer wasps. Sting them. Make them 
hurt. If we sting them enough, they might make a mistake. That could give 
us the opening we need to deliver an assault team using the drill.” 

“And then do what?” it was Brake, blunt, and without the formality of 
an officer of the guard. All eyes turned to him, and then back to Dane. 

“Since you asked. Deliver and detonate a one gigaton fusion warhead, 
inside the ‘liners hull.” 

The room was silent. After a moment, Dane continued. 

“Tt is my intent to lead the mission, with a crew of all volunteers.” 

“Its a suicide mission,” protested Axel. 

“My lord, we cannot allow you to do this,” said Gweneth. 

“As my first act as your Chief of Staff, let me file the strongest possible 
protest. An army cannot fight without its leader,” said Devin. 

“Precisely. And you are the leader of the army, Devin,” said Dane, 
locking eyes with him. “I am expendable.” 

“No you aren’t!” said Axel, raising her voice. “You are the only one 
who can govern us after we retake Quantar. And I will not allow you to die 
on this mission. There are many others who could lead it!” 


“Yes, but none of their deaths would have as much meaning to our 
people as mine will. It will give them a reason to go on after the 
oppression, and if someone is to die leading this mission, it must mean 
something.” 

“Tf anyone is to lead the mission it should be me, Sire,” said Devin. 
Once this battle is over I’ ll be of little enough use in governing.” 

“Stop it, both of you!” said Axel. “You’re both so anxious to die! Dane 
because of his guilt over not being there to stop the oppression, and Devin 
over the death of his wife. Well Aria was my sister, Devin, and Quantar is 
my world. All of us have lost loved ones in this battle, and we will lose 
more before it’s over. We need you both alive, to lead us. Not rushing 
headlong to see who can be the greatest martyr!” 

“Then who will lead the mission?” said Devin. “No one else is 
qualified.” 

“I am,” the words came from the far end of the table, from the 
mercenary. “I flew the mining drills for three years. All the friends I had 
were on that station. Now it’s gone. And I want a chance to get back at 
them.” 

“Brake, you don’t have to,” said Dane, “and besides, I need you here.” 

“No, Sire, you don’t. I’m not one of you. Pll never be an officer, with a 
fine lady at my side. I want this, I want a chance at revenge. To do 
something meaningful with my death.” Dane saw the intensity in his face, 
burned raw red with emotion. He looked to Axel first and then to Devin, 
who nodded his silent assent. 

“Tt seems you make a compelling case, Mr. Brake. One that I find I 
cannot argue with, though I’m reticent to let a man like you die in battle for 
my mistakes.” 

“No one is going to die.” The words were spoken firmly and with 
confidence by a man who had entered the room unnoticed during the 
debate. All eyes turned to see Dr. Christian Rijkard, Master of the 
Sanctuary, dressed not in the robes of a priest, but in a white and gold 
military uniform. 

“Rijkard? We’ve been trying to contact you,” said Dane, surprised as 
anyone by his arrival. 

“And so I am here. And do not worry about our defenses. The Shield 
will protect us from any attackers. Now all of you must go. I talk with Sire 
Cochrane alone.” The words were spoken as a command. All eyes went to 


Dane, who nodded silently. Reluctantly, the officers shuffled out of the 
room, Devin and Axel exchanging glances with Dane, who remained stoic. 
Layton was the last out and shut the doors to the library behind him as he 
left. 

Rijkard paced the room, Dane watching him in respectful silence, battle 
plans strewn on the table in front of him. Plans he sensed were going to be 
made irrelevant by the Sanctuary leader’s next words. Finally Rijkard 
stopped and looked at Dane, who waited expectantly, from across the table. 

“Have you understood nothing I’ve told you up to now? Don’t you 
understand the power we possess?” he said. 

Dane stayed silent, confused. Rijkard stood across the table from him, a 
silent challenger. After a long moment Dane spoke. 

“I’m not a fool, Rijkard. I see that you have some gift, some connection 
to a power I don’t understand.” 

“After all God has delivered you from?” said Rijkard. “Still you don’t 
see?” 

“I...” Dane stammered, taken aback by the force of him, but 
acknowledging to himself the warrior’s might he had never seen before. “I 
know only the ways I have been taught, my battle training-” 

“Is worthless now. All you plans are fruitless against this enemy. They 
are far more, and far mightier than they seem.” 

Dane slammed his pointer to the table. “But we must do something!” 
he demanded. 

“No. You are precisely wrong. You must do nothing that you have 
planned today.” 

“But we will all die.” 

“No. Not a single one of your men will die in this battle.” 

“Then what?” insisted Dane, throwing his arms out in frustration. 

“You must trust me now, and learn. You must learn faith.” 

“Faith in what?” 

“I told you I would show you a secret today, a great treasure. A treasure 
that has been awaiting you for a thousand years. But first you must pass the 
test, to see if you are the one.” 

“The one? Now you’re just confusing me.” 

“Then I will clear your confusion. The shuttle awaits us.” 

Dane was surprised again. “Shuttle? To where?” 

“Up there,” Rijkard pointed upward. “To the place you call Luna.” 


“Farth’s moon?” 
Rijkard nodded. “Yes. Now come quickly. Destiny does not tarry 
long.” 
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he shuttle descended gracefully onto a landing pad dug out of the 
T largest and central crater of a cluster of five. Within minutes the 
shuttle had been taken down below the lunar surface, then started rolling 
into a large open bay carved out of the lunar rock. While waiting for the 
bay to pressurize before disembarking, Dane felt the sudden return of near- 
Earth gravity. 

“An artificial gravity well? Below the surface?” he asked inquisitively. 
“The power involved must be enormous!” 

Rijkard nodded. “It is. But it is a resource we have no shortage of.” 

“I don’t understand. An unlimited renewable power source? What is 
it? Solar?” 

Rijkard shook his head. “I doubt you would understand, I’m not sure I 
do fully. Suffice to say that this base provides us with all the energy we 
would ever need to run our operations, both here and on Earth.” 

“But there must be a source!” pressed Dane. Rijkard crossed his arms 
in front of him and looked sternly at his companion. 

“Do you believe you are ready, truly ready, to know?” Now Dane 
crossed his arms in response. The two men sat staring at each other across 
the cockpit. 

“You must believe that I am, otherwise why would we be here at so 
critical a time?” said Dane. Rijkard nodded his response. 

“The answer, young Sire, is that the energy is created by a device that 
we found here, on Luna. It doesn’t function as our common technology 
does. It doesn’t obey the laws of physics as we have understood them. It is 
a doorway.” 

Dane shifted, not understanding. “A doorway? To where?” Rijkard 
shook his head again. 

“Not ‘to’, Dane. From,” he said. Dane flailed his arms in exasperation. 

“Will you quit teasing me and get to the point, man?” 


Rijkard pulled at his beard, displeased with Dane’s impatience. “Very 
well then. When a Starliner passes through a jump point it creates a 
quantum doorway. It uses massive expended energy to force open a 
pinpoint of existence, a hyper-dimensional gateway from one place in our 
universe to another. Then it pushes itself through that pinpoint to its 
destination at a great expense of dissipated energy,” he said. 

“But this technology is different. Using the devices we have 
discovered, here and at the Sanctuary, we don’t expend energy to force our 
way through space. Instead we use a set of quantum equations to send out a 
vibrational wave, which opens a pinpoint to another dimension, the very 
source of existence. A dimension of pure energy. Then we allow the tiniest 
bit of that energy into our dimension, and run everything we have off of that 
energy. We tap into an energy field as bright as a burning sun, only vastly 
more powerful.” 

Dane took this in. “That does violate most of our quantum physics 
laws, as they are now stated. But I’ve no reason to distrust your honesty. 
Still, a dimension of pure energy? Can we access this dimension? I mean, 
have you ever been there?” Rijkard smiled at his curiosity. 

“My young man, imagine a dimension where what we see as dark space 
was as bright as the sun, and what we see as suns and stars were the tiniest 
bits of darkness. I imagine beings such as you and I would have little 
chance of surviving there.” 

Dane nodded as if he understood. “Manna from heaven, then. Is this 
how the Defensive Shield is operated? Do you run it from here? From 
Luna, I mean?” 

Rijkard adjusted a dial on the shuttle dashboard. “You certainly ask a 
lot of questions.” 

Dane shrugged. “You have my curiosity piqued. And you didn’t 
answer my question.” 

“You’re right,” said Rijkard, reading a dial on an overhead control 
panel. “I didn’t. Pll try to explain. You’ve noted the inner hull of this 
vessel? That it matches the outer skin exactly?” 

“Yes. It appears to be some kind of ceramic material, like the pyramid 
in the war game, though I can’t discern its like. This is the key, then?” 

Rijkard nodded. “This is the conductor. Simply put, it never loses any 
energy. What is taken in is constantly recycled to the ship’s systems, 
wherever needed. If the vessel requires greater thrust and speed, the ship’s 


‘mind’ knows just how to transfer the power necessary, and from where. It 
is always in perfect balance, always monitoring the needs of its passengers 
for food, or heat or medical treatment. And we have never been able to 
measure its ultimate capacity for storage. We’re not sure that it has any 
upper limit.” 

“What about weapons? Surely it expends energy then?” 

“We have never been able to measure a noticeable drop in power levels, 
even during the fiercest combat. All remains constant, or grows. As near 
as our science can tell us, the vessel is constantly recharging or recycling 
energy. From the very molecules of space for all we know.” 

“Pure energy conductivity at the molecular level?” 

“Our best scientists cannot tell us.” 

Dane was growing excited. “And the propulsion system? I heard no 
jets or rocket fuel on takeoff.” 

“Again, fusion power of a kind, we believe. It has no harmful effects. 
A man can stand directly in the line of an engine outlet in full generation 
and not be harmed.” 

“But how is that possible? And why is it that your people know so 
little? Didn’t you create the shuttle?” 

Clearly Rijkard wished to avoid further discussion, but he answered 
anyway. “There is a time for everything to be explained, and a time for 
things simply to be experienced as they are. Let me show you our treasure, 
and then you can decide for yourself what to believe.” 

Rijkard swiveled his chair around and freed himself from the 
acceleration couch. Dane did the same. Rijkard motioned for Dane to 
follow him to the rear exit of the shuttle. At the bottom of the ramp 
Rijkard waited a moment, then pressed a single button. The shuttle hatch 
swung outward and a gantry extended to meet the shuttle. The two men 
stepped out into a vast underground bay. 

Directly in front of Dane stood a vessel of the same ceramic material as 
the shuttle, but darker in tone and nearly one hundred meters tall, he 
estimated. The pinnacle of the ship stood a hundred meters high over his 
head and resembled a medieval stone tower projecting upward toward the 
heavens. Three connecting pylons attached at the base, nearly a third the 
height of the vessel itself. The base of the ship itself was wider than the 
central funnel, the pinnacle wider as well, but thinner than the base. And all 
done in the style of a gothic church spire. 


Dane looked down to see the inside of the bay was a rush of activity, 
with what seemed like thousands of men and women preparing a row of 
identical ships curving away into the distance and out of his sight. A 
phalanx of thirty soldiers dressed in Sanctuary whites stood on either side 
of a large ramp leading into the vessel. They snapped to attention when 
they saw the two men in the shuttle port and then saluted. The gold cross 
and sun symbol of the Sanctuary was on the ship’s side about halfway up. 
Emblazoned just above the Sanctuary insignia was the blue and orange 
standard of Quantar, with the Cochrane family crest in the center. 

“My God,” said Dane, his voice cracking in awe as he gripped the 
gantry railing, “What is that?” 

“That,” said Rijkard, placing his hand on his young friend’s shoulder, 
“is a Lightship.” 
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23. ABOARD THE VIXIS 
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he woman slowly adjusted the settings on her monitor. Absently she 
T pushed back a dark curl from her eyes, then pressed the RECORD 
būtton on the monitor once she was satisfied with the readout. A low hum 
emanated from the machine as she slowly waved it over the prone body of 
Prince Arin, from feet to head. Near his head she stopped and held it in 
place, then frowned slightly as the data played across the screen. She 
adjusted again, took a second reading, then turned off the device in 
satisfaction. 

“And how is our charge?” said the voice of Lodar Veran. In a whirl of 
motion she lowered the monitor with one hand and reached for the weapon 
concealed in the breast of her loose fitting tunic with the other, then 
abandoned the idea once she had identified the source of the voice. She 
placed the monitor quickly into her breast pocket. 

“You startled me,” she said flatly. “Don’t do it again.” The statement 
was plain and to the point. Veran nodded slightly in disingenuous respect. 

“As you wish,” he said calmly. “I meant no harm.” 

“Don’t patronize me,” she said gruffly. 

“I meant no insult,” came the insincere reply again. This time she 
answered by whipping out the small energy pistol in a motion too fast for 
the typical human to respond to, and too instinctive to be defended against 
by any contemporary means. She had not noticed Veran’s entrance into 
Prince Arin’s private chambers, and was embarrassed by her lapse. The 
additional insults by Veran only flamed her anger. Someone of her 
professional acumen didn’t get caught off guard often, and she was not 
about to acquiesce to Veran’s further puncturing of her character. 

“Say the wrong word and Pll burn a hole in your skull, Sri,” she said in 
the same flat tone. 

“A most impressive display of skills,” he said. 

“As was your entrance,” she replied, gun still leveled squarely at the 
High Priest. 


“Come, my dear, we’re not here to squabble. I’ve merely come to 
check on your progress, and to make sure our investment is paying 
dividends,” he said evenly. 

“And, I suspect, to show me your abilities should I decide to renege or, 
shall we say, depart early, from your little adventure?” 

“Of course,” he said with a deep bow. She was unmoved by his false 
flattery. 

“You’ve paid well for my services, and my reputation depends on my 
fulfilling my commitments. But don’t task me, priest,” she said the last like 
a curse, “I’ve reason enough to want you dead. Give me an excuse and 
you’ll find I waste no time cashing in, understood?” 

“I understand you very well, my lady,” said Veran, his tone turning 
menacing. “Now understand me. My men have broken down your crude 
defenses and gained access to your shuttle. They have installed a proximity 
device which will detonate in a sizable fireball should you decide to ‘depart 
early’. Without the access code the device cannot be deactivated. I have 
the access code. You will not be leaving this Starliner without my approval, 
understood?” 

She hesitated a moment, going over her security measures in her mind. 
If the Sri’s agents had overcome them then they were dangerously capable. 
She tried to bluff her way through. 

“I don’t believe you,” she said, more uncertainty in her voice than she 
would have liked. 

“What you believe is irrelevant. That I have power over your life is.” 

“And I too possess power over yours,” she replied defiantly, taking a 
step closer. 

“Come now, do you really think I would be so foolish as to enter 
without adequate security? To place myself at the mercy of a paid 
assassin? Really, you would not leave this room alive, you must know 
that.” 

“This bickering is getting us nowhere,” she said, then abruptly returned 
her weapon to its place. 

“Quite right,” said Veran, confident he had won the exchange, and sure 
now of his power over the assassin’s life. “To other matters. How is our 
precious Prince?” 

“Incapacitated. He needs nine hours of sleep per night to give the 
enzymes time to bond with his blood platelets. His system is borderline on 


rejection right now. I’ve had to induce sleep on several occasions. He has 
an enormous capacity for... recreation.” 

“Something which I’m sure your special talents are able to satisfy. 
Wake him.” It was a command. 

“Tf I do I cannot guarantee the bonding will not be rejected. The 
enzymes are at a delicate stage right now.” 

“Wake him!” Veran demanded. 

She hesitated only a moment, then drew an injector from a hip pouch. 
She measured a pale blue fluid into the vial and then dispensed the 
stimulant into Arin with a soft hiss. 

“Leave us. I don’t want him to associate you with the treatments. At 
least not yet.” 

She nodded, then departed. Arin took several moments to arouse, then 
opened his eyes with difficulty. He focused on Veran and then sat up 
quickly on the pallet. 

“What are you doing here?” he said, looking around the room in 
confusion. “Where is my mistress?” 

“I sent her away so that we could talk.” 

Arin rubbed bleary eyes. “I have no desire to talk to you, priest,” 
Again, like the woman, he said the last word as a curse. Veran smiled 
bemusedly to himself. 

“I think you will, soon,” he said. 

“You are mistaken. I hate the Sri and all you stand for.” 

Vern shrugged his boney shoulders beneath the concealing robes. “An 
ancient prejudice. And besides, how can you hate that which you are about 
to become?” 

“What?” Shock was evident in Arin’s voice. “What are you implying?” 

“T am implying nothing. I am merely stating fact. You are already well 
on the way to becoming one with the Sri.” 

Arin’s face flushed quickly. A rage shone in his eyes. 

“Liar!” he shouted, then took a lunging step toward the priest. 

“Stop!” Veran held his left hand out to back his command and drew a 
coil pistol in the right, trained on Arin. The prince stopped two paces short 
of the priest. 

“Sit back down and listen.” Again, a command. Arin measured the 
distance between them, judged the probable reflex time of the priest as 


already demonstrated, then sat back on the edge of the sleeping pallet. He 
crossed his arms. 

“Talk, priest. Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.” 

“Because of what you will gain by joining with us,” said Veran. 

“Such as?” 

“The Emperor’s Chair.” 

Arin mocked disinterest. “Bennis has already offered me that.” 

“Yes, but he doesn’t have the power to fulfill it. We do.” 

Arin eyed him warily. “Go on,” he said after a moment. 

“May I dispense with this?” said Veran, waving the pistol. Arin nodded. 

“Of course.” 

Veran put the weapon away. 

“We believe Bennis’ plan has a chance to succeed, to a point. But we 
have some, ah, reservations about it. If he does succeed, it is to our 
benefit. We can help him rule a dissonant Empire. Above all else, the 
families of the Kallaket, and especially the Board, must be kept docile. 
Bennis in the Chair will infuriate them. They will do anything to protect 
the royal system. So we give them a royal as heir. You.” 

“This is nothing new. Bennis has already outlined this much to me.” 

“So he has. But what he does not tell you is that above all else, you are 
the key. Quantar lies at the crux of the Empire’s future. The wealth about 
to be yielded in the next generation by the New Planets Consortium is 
unlike anything the Empire has seen for centuries. There are riches out 
there that only beings such as ourselves can dream of. And great dangers, 
too. Quantar is not only the central port to the Inner Empire from the new 
planets, it is also a planet with some stature within the Imperium. Your 
family name will carry some weight with the Kallaket. If we raise you up 
not as an heir to Bennis’ rule, but as a savior from his oppression, the 
Kallaket and the Board will rush to embrace you as their new sovereign, 
especially if you marry into one of the Board families, such as the 
Feilbergs.” 

“As Bennis has suggested in his plan,” interjected Arin. 

“Which we acknowledge has some merit. Once so placed we can then 
begin to move to consolidate power, seize control of the Starliners from the 
Imperial Governors, using the example of Bennis as our excuse.” 

“To what end?” said Arin. “If I already rule the Empire, control of the 
Starliners will mean little to me.” 


“To the end of eliminating the Kallaket, by destroying the royal 
families.” Veran paused to let his words sink in. Arin eyed him carefully. 

“Destroy the families of the Kallaket? Why?” 

“An Empire, ruled by an Emperor, has no need of an Imperial 
legislature, looking out for its own interests. Destroying the Kallaket will 
end once and for all the illusion of democracy, and begin a new era of 
absolute rule by just one man; you, my dear Prince.” 

Arin contemplated the disturbing man. “Your offer is tempting. But 
why should I wish to destroy the Imperial system? It has yielded much 
wealth to the Emperor over the centuries.” 

“That it has, but it is nothing compared to what is to be found in the new 
planets. Nothing, I assure you. Our guides have been there, we know. As 
for your wish to destroy the Kallaket, that should be obvious. They are the 
ones who kept you from your rightful place. Their corrupt system is what 
installed your brother as heir.” 

Arin examined the Sri carefully. His words made the Prince distinctly 
uncomfortable. 

“So I have vengeance in mind. What of it?” said Arin. 

“Why stop at vengeance? Once you take your rightful place as their 
sovereign, they will bow to you, not as loyal co-rulers, as they are now, but 
as your subjects. We offer the royal families to you as slaves.” 

Arin analyzed Veran carefully. His words were tempting, but the 
carried with them the unmistakable stench of a hidden agenda. 

“You offer me an Empire of slaves. But to what end? What is your 
gain in all of this?” 

“Our gain is our matter. Let me simply say to you that our ultimate 
design is yet to be revealed, even to many of us. We are engaged in the 
practice of... preparation... for humanity to take a next step in its evolution. 
A controlled and docile Empire, ruled by one of us makes that transition 
easier.” 

“One of us? I think you presume too much, High Priest,” said Arin, his 
face flushing with rising anger. “I have never agreed to join you.” 

“As I said, the treatments have already begun. In six days your body 
will be ready for the infusion. You must act by then, or the bonding will 
fail. I offer you an Empire, young Prince. What is your answer?” 

Arin did not hesitate. “My answer is to wait, Priest. If Bennis and I 
succeed here, I don’t need you, and I certainly don’t need to become one of 


you. I do not trust you, but I will reserve final judgment on this until after 
the attack on the Sanctuary. That will leave us both plenty of time to decide 
which direction to go in next,” Arin stepped forward then and Veran took a 
step closer to the door. “I will make you one promise though, Sri. If 
Bennis does become Emperor without your help, I will see to it that you are 
utterly destroyed for your violation of my person. And please inform my 
mistress that her services are no longer required, and if I encounter her 
again on this ship, her life is forfeit.” 

Veran affected disappointment. “Very well then, we will wait. But not 
long, young Prince. Not long.” 

In flash of motion which defied his physical appearance, Veran left 
Arin’s quarters abruptly. Once safely outside in the hallway Veran held up 
a small device and spoke very quietly into it, using a coded language. 

“Did you get that, Arimel?” 

“Yes, Lord,” came the scratchy response. 

“I think we need to assume the young Prince will be uncooperative. 
Prepare the lifeboat for transport. Include plans for the infusion surgery. If 
necessary, I will do it myself.” 

“Yes, Lord.” 

“Oh, and Arimel, make sure our hired hand continues her treatments 
regardless of the Prince’s defiance. And when she is done, make sure she 
does not get off this ship alive.” 

“Yes, Lord.” 

Then Veran switched off the device and whisked himself down the 
hallway back towards his quarters, and safety. 
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ane stood on the balcony with Rijkard, surveying the vast bay. The 
D men and women far below were working industriously, oblivious to 
the two men watching from the heights. No one had to tell these people 
about their jobs, they had trained for them all of their adult lives. As Dane 
watched, a Lightship was moved by antigravity field from its storage bay to 
a launching pad. The movement was swift and seamless, like the vessel 
itself. It moved from right to left past the two observers, then curved off 
into the distance where a fog clouded the far reaches of the rocky cavern. 

“Are the crews trained?” Dane asked. “Each ship is fully manned and 
operational?” he said. 

“Yes. They are prepared for battle,” said Rijkard. 

“What about my Quantar commanders? Will they get to participate, or 
will your men do all the fighting?” 

“It would be impossible for us to train your officers now, at this late 
date. But all of my men have sworn oaths to take up the Quantar flag. You 
can place a commander on each ship in the fleet, to report to you and follow 
your orders, if you wish. The pilots will take orders from the Quantar 
officers in your command. But for this battle your people will be far more 
observers than commanders.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

Rijkard pursed his lips. “You have a misguided idea of how this battle 
will be fought, Dane. The individual commanders will not be necessary 
because you will be controlling every ship in the fleet.” 

“Me? How?” 

“With your mind, by your own will.” 

Dane shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 

Rijkard tried to explain. “The flagship is coded to accept the DNA of 
only one man for a merging. Each ship in turn will be guided by you 
through a virtual link. You will be able to “see” every movement of every 
ship through the link. All ships in the fleet will be controlled by your 


thoughts, your strategy. The pilots will only be present in the unlikely event 
you are killed or the flagship is disabled.” 

Dane felt a chill up his spine. “Rijkard, I trust you, seeing all that I have 
seen here and on Earth. But what you describe disturbs me greatly. I don’t 
know if I’m up to this... merging.” 

Rijkard put one hand to Dane’s shoulder. “When you merge with the 
flagship, you control it, it does not control you. You are up to this, Dane, 
more than able. Your intuition must tell you this is right.” 

Dane shook his head, puzzled. “But my intuition has never been 
identified as being special in any way. I was tested at the Academy for 
psionic gifts.” 

Rijkard was unwavering. “You have grown into your gift, Dane. It’s 
obvious. The knot in your stomach is merely the sign of your maturity. 
Your intuitiveness is the key to being able to lead the Lightship fleet. 
Without it, you cannot do this. But the time has come for you to find out. 
We must take the flagship into space, and then you must fly her.” 

Dane faced the older man square-on now, his doubts about his own 
abilities flushing to the surface. “And if I’m unable? If I don’t have this 
gift? If the Lightship rejects my DNA?” 

Rijkard hesitated only a moment. 

“Then you will die.” 
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DANE AND RIJKARD MOVED swiftly through the throngs of workers 
preparing the fleet, towards the Lightship Rijkard had called the flagship. 
Rijkard talked as they walked. 

“Your DNA will be the code that allows you access to the command 
matrix. You must make this link to guide the fleet. If you can’t, if you 
don’t have the gift, the ship will ‘reject’ you. I am told the process is 
painless.” 

“That’s a comfort,” said Dane, his voice quavering a bit. Rijkard 
acknowledged Dane’s fear with a nod, then continued. 

“Once coded, any attempt by someone other than you to access the 
command matrix and enable the fleet will result in death to that person. 
The code, I am told by our scientists, can never be changed or updated. It 
was built in to be used by only one man. If that man isn’t you, then when 
you die the Lightships will be disabled forever.” 


Dane said, “But if the scientists can discern the method of coding, and 
that it is coded for only one person, can’t they test the code and compare it 
to my DNA? Then we would know for certain if I’m the one to lead the 
fleet. And if they could determine that, why couldn’t they reconfigure the 
DNA code to accept another?” 

Rijkard shook his head. “There is much that even today we don’t fully 
understand. Much of what you see here, this technology, was inherited by 
us, left by previous generations, from First Empire times. As near as we 
can determine, the vessel contains living matter, bio-organic material, like 
cells of a body. You will bring it to life, with your DNA. You will function 
as the brain, giving instruction to the many parts of the body. The 
Lightships will respond to your will, your thoughts, your desires. Without 
you, the body dies. The Lightships will cease to function,” said Rijkard. 

Dane resigned himself to the fate of the situation, his pace slowing 
slightly. “All of this isn’t much comfort,” he said again. 

Rijkard stopped Dane with a hand. “There is no easy way in all of this, 
Dane. You have to choose if this is what you want.” 

“What I want?” Dane shook his head and then looked up to the towering 
mass of the Lightship looming over him. “This is far beyond what I want.” 
He put his hands to his hips. “So how do we begin?” he said. 

“A shuttle will tow the Lightship up into space, then release it to your 
control. If you can fly the vessel, then we will know all is truly in place.” 

“Rijkard,” Dane’s face looked as if the blood had gone from it. “What 
if this doesn’t work? What if I’m killed?” 

The older man looked at him with true compassion. He spoke softly. 
“Dane, I cannot do this for you. You are frightened of dying. Almost every 
sensible man is.” 

Dane looked at the older man, for the first time seeing him as he once 
saw his father, as aman whom he trusted implicitly. A man who had 
already saved his life. He weighed the risks, and chose. 

“We’re wasting time,” he said. They began walking rapidly again. 
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ONBOARD THE LIGHTSHIP, Rijkard glanced at the display nearest him. 
“We are almost to the release point,” he said. The command module of the 
vessel, attached as it was to the very pinnacle of the ship, was just big 
enough for the two men and their acceleration couches. Rijkard had 


referred to it as ‘the chapel’. It was obviously designed for a single user to 
be the primary occupant, with sparse room for a backup of any kind. 

Dane studied the lines in Rijkard’s face, saw the concern etched there 
despite his brave words. Then a realization hit him. “Rijkard,” he said 
quietly. Rijkard distracted himself with adjusting dials and examining 
computer settings. 

“Yes?” 

“You said that if I fail, the Lightship will be permanently disabled. You 
will die with me.” 

The older man only nodded. “That is what I have chosen. The tug will 
be out of range, and I frankly do not know what will happen to the ship. It 
may drift, out of power, and crash to the surface, or it may shut down life 
support. I don’t know how long I could survive.” 

Rijkard turned to look at his young companion. Dane saw true 
compassion in his eyes. “And I decided on the day I first saw you that if 
you were not the one, then I had no more wish to go on living. I have given 
orders that there is to be no rescue mission.” 

“T understand,” said Dane. The two were quiet for a short time. Then 
the tug severed the field between them and broke off, moving left on the 
screen and out of sight. 

“We are alone now,” said Rijkard. 

Dane merely nodded in reply, then stood silently. The blank gray 
luminescent material of the merge link occupied the center to the control 
panel. Dane stepped over from the co-pilot’s seat and stood over the 
merging panel. Rijkard assisted Dane as he attached a soft black headband 
with a liquid crystal display built in, then lowered it to cover Dane’s eyes, 
like goggles. “This will assist you to see the link,” said Rijkard. 

Dane adjusted the goggles to fit more comfortably, then took in a deep 
breath. “I’m ready,” he said. 

“Extend your hands to the console. Touch it lightly with your finger 
tips to activate it, then proceed when you are ready.” 

Dane extended his hands, adrenaline pumping through him, but no sign 
of the knot in his stomach, no warning. The console was warm, like 
bathwater, to his fingertip touch. Dane was reminded of the texture of soft 
clay, which he and his mother had used to build small pottery when he was 
a child. Dane decided if that was to be his last remembrance, then he would 
die at peace. 


“I’m ready to proceed,” he said. 

“May God be with you,” said Rijkard quietly. 

“May God be with us all.” 

Without another word Dane pushed his hands into the console, not 
knowing if he would find his destiny, or oblivion. 

A maze of colors swam through his optic sense, confusing, and yes, 
frightening him. Slowly the colors began blending into geometric 
wireframe, outlines of shapes yet discerned. Then began a process of 
repainting, each time the images becoming more solid. In what seemed like 
a few minutes, Dane was able to visualize all of the ship’s systems and its 
full functions became accessible to him. He had merely to reach out and 
“touch” any portion with his mind, and it would do his will. This he knew 
by instinct. Dane activated a monitor, and was able to see a picture of 
himself, hands and forearms fully imbedded in the console. Rijkard sat in 
the pilot’s chair, concern etched on his face. Dane felt compassion for his 
companion, and broke his exploration long enough to speak. “All is well 
my friend. Prophesy or not, I am in control of this vessel.” 

Rijkard let out a deep breath, then sat back in his chair. Dane’s own 
‘voice’ seemed strange and distant to him, and he noted that his lips did not 
move as he visualized himself in the monitor. The voice he ‘heard’ was 
emanating from the ship itself. 

“T’m exploring all functional systems of the Lightship. Firing the 
engines now,” Dane didn’t know how he knew what he knew, but his 
intuition told him what every system was for, and how to operate it. Within 
a few moments he had gained access to the main computer, and began 
receiving telemetry from it on the Lightship’s operations. 

Dane looked on at his friend inside the chapel. Rijkard seemed aware 
of the momentum of acceleration, and the powerful hum of the main 
engines going on line. 

“Pll take us to 3,000 kilometers per second,” said Dane’s voice through 
the intercom, relaying information to his friend, more for Rijkard’s comfort 
than for his own need to communicate. He realized he would be perfectly 
happy, and less distracted, operating the ship alone. 

Dane called up the Lightship’s tactical display. The weapons computer 
locked onto the departing shuttle as the only nearby target. Dane probed 
further, quickly gaining confidence that the Lightship could take out the 


shuttle even at their greatly diverging distances. The type of weapons the 
ship had was not revealed, only targeting and distance telemetry. 

Astrogation was also operational, displaying positions of nearby bodies, 
with travel times to get to each from their current position. A stellar 
cartography display contained the same data for nearby and distant stars. 

Dane found a virtual link to the vessels on Luna, and found he had the 
ability to activate them in their bays. He did so instinctively, knowing that 
their crews would need time to get used to the powerful vessels. 

He performed a host of other checks and operations, ran algorithms and 
diagnostics, all within seconds. Then he set course for the nearest world, 
Mars, and engaged the engines fully. 

Inside the cabin, mere moments had passed for Rijkard. The young 
man who had been his charge only weeks before was now fully enveloped 
by the vessel he commanded. Rijkard looked at him with a mix of awe and 
pity. Awe that he was the promised one, and God had blessed the Sanctuary 
leader with his presence. And pity for the great sacrifices he knew to be 
ahead for the boy. Boy, he thought. It is how I have thought of him from the 
beginning. Whatever he is now and is becoming, he is no boy. He felt the 
acceleration of the vessel, the hum of the engines in operation, it’s complex 
and mysterious fields of energy pulsating as they passed at increasingly 
blinding speeds through space, so much so that Rijkard stopped bothering 
to watch the monitor. At these speeds, it simply became irrelevant. 

“My god! Rijkard!” Dane’s voice was excited, even if it was dampened 
by mechanistic tones of the intercom. “I don’t believe there’s any upward 
limit to this vessel’s speed! I can see, if you can call it that, interstellar 
pathways, conduits to nearby stars! It’s as if the ship grows stronger as we 
go!” 

“Do you find you can operate the Lightship with relative ease?” asked 
Rijkard. 

“Relative ease, yes.” 

Abruptly ending the conversation, Dane put the ship through a series of 
banking maneuvers, pushing the limits of the gothic spire, finding none. 
Just as abruptly the ship slowed, then ebbed to almost drifting. Dane pulled 
his hands from the console and removed the goggles to speak directly to his 
mentor. 

“T’ve automated a whole range of operations, limiting myself to tactical 
concerns. I want to give the ship a good shakedown yet. I’ve sent signal to 


the Lightships back in the cavern. They are powering up via an automated 
sequence. I’ve also sent orders to the Quantar forces to man their transports 
for Luna. We’ll fight the battle from there. All unit commanders should be 
at the base by the time we arrive back. And I’ve given notice for the 
Sanctuary troops and local civilians to ride out the battle in the Cathedral. I 
think they will be safest there. I hope you are not offended?” 

“Offended?” Rijkard’s face was a mix of emotions. “No. This is the 
day I have waited for my whole life, to pass on that which has been 
entrusted to me.” 

Dane bowed his head slightly in humility. “I am the one, then.” 

Rijkard merely nodded ascent. “You are the one.” 
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25. ABOARD THE VIXIS 
wy 


rince Arin strode the gangplanks of the bridge of the Vixis with 

P confidence. To have two locus points of such power as an Imperial 

Overnor and a High Priest of the Sri battling over who would make him 
Emperor faster filled his ego with lust. A lust for power, and a lust to 
destroy each of them with impunity. The men of the Vixis saluted him as he 
walked to the core of the bridge, nerve center of a vital and powerful beast. 
A place from which commands to give life or death went out totally at the 
whim of the man in the Commanders chair. A chair occupied now by Pal 
Bennis. 

The chair looked out to a vast virtual star display, two stories tall, 
showing the progress of the Vixis through the interstellar void, on its way to 
the Sol system, home of Earth, birthplace of mankind, keeper of the 
Sanctuary. A place which Arin longed to destroy, to blot from the face of 
the galaxy. A place to show this Empire that a new ruler was coming, one 
who would fill their hearts with loathing, and fear. I am that man, thought 
Arin. Not that weasel in the chair. And he will feel the pain of my sword 
opening his belly, and I will take pleasure from the act of it. 

Arin walked slowly to the front of the command chair, standing between 
Bennis and the view screen. Bennis looked up at Arin, blank visage 
betraying no hint of annoyance at the intrusion or the insult. Guards on 
either side of Bennis took up a more active posture at the arrival of the 
Prince Regent of Quantar. 

“We will make the final jump to the Sol system within the hour. You 
should be in your cabin, resting,” said Bennis to Arin. 

“Perhaps you’re right, governor. The Sri implantation treatments do 
require a good deal of rest.” 

Bennis let the challenge pass as if it were a comment on the weather. 
Then he spoke. 

“Tt is not your place to be here yet. It will be 21 hours from entry into 
the Sol system until Earthfall. I would prefer you wait until I call you to 





come to my bridge.” 

“And I would prefer it if Lodar Veran and his agent were not in my 
cabin.” Bennis shrugged at this, wholly insincere. 

“Did you have a nice visit with the High Priest?” asked Bennis 
conversationally, looking past Arin again to the stellar display. 

“Yes,” replied Arin, taking the bait. “He told me of his plan to eliminate 
you and put me in your place.” 

Bennis smiled bemusedly. “How quaint. Did he explain the part about 
you being a Sri slave?” 

“Tt was mentioned. I did not take kindly to it.” 

Bennis shifted in his chair. “What is your point, Arin? You begin to 
bore me.” 

“You knew of his plan to inject me with the preparatory enzymes,” said 
Arin, his rage rising. 

“Of course I knew it. What of it?” 

“You gave me into his hands. For this I will have your life,” said Arin, 
matter-of-factly. Bennis made a small motion with his hand. Quickly four 
armed guards surrounded Arin, weapons drawn, while the two at Bennis’ 
side moved to stand between him and Arin. 

“Enough of this!” said Bennis angrily. “I will not be threatened on the 
bridge of my Starliner. You will return to your cabin. You will continue to 
receive your treatments, per my agreement with the Sri. And if you are 
lucky, I will not kill you when this is over. There are others who could fill 
your role, Prince Arin of Quantar.” 

“Not as well as I. You need me.” 

“No I don’t. I want you. There is a great difference. And there are 
others who would do quite as well as you. Don’t push me Arin, or your life 
will end. And I promise you, if we succeed in destroying the Sanctuary, the 
Sri priest will not leave this vessel alive.” 

“Funny, he says the same of you.” 

“Let me worry about the priest, Arin. Your concern should be for your 
life. I will allow the priest to continue treating you as if I will give you to 
him. Once we succeed I will have him killed. If you mind your ways, I 
will forget this insolence, understood?” 

“Of course, governor,” said Arin, bowing mockingly. He eyed the 
guards, then turned from Bennis and proceeded back the way he had come, 
under escort. 


Bennis returned his attention to the view screen momentarily, then 
signaled for his guard captain. The captain hurried to the governor’s side. 

“If Prince Arin appears on my bridge again before I call him, you are to 
have him killed immediately.” 

“Yes, sir. With pleasure, sir,” said the Captain. Bennis called to his 
Chief Astrogator. 

“How long until we make the jump?” 

“Forty-one minutes to the Sol system, sir.” 

“Excellent,” he said, then sat back and lost himself in the beauty of the 
star display. 
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THE GUARDS DEPOSITED Arin back in his cabin without ceremony or 
respect. When he entered the inner chamber, his mistress was there. Arin 
smiled at her. 

“You’ve returned to me, how happy I am,” he said sarcastically. Then 
he moved toward her. She drew the pistol as she had with Veran. 

“Stop where you are,” she said. Arin stopped. 

“Veran will have you killed if I don’t,” he said. 

“Not to worry, Governor Bennis has assured me of my safety. I don’t 
fear the Sri. Now take off your tunic.” 

“My dear, in the mood for romance again so soon?” said Arin. 

“No, but you are due for another treatment. And you must get your 
rest,” she said, smiling. “Now remove your tunic.” Arin did so. She 
approached him cautiously, never lowering the gun, then held up a small 
injector with her free hand. “Extend your arm,” she said. As he did she 
injected him swiftly, then backed off. Arin began to wobble almost 
immediately, then headed straight for the sleeping pallet, his eyes growing 
heavy. 

“How do I know you will not take advantage of me as I sleep?” he said, 
each word slurring more than the last. She put away her weapon and placed 
Arin’s dangling legs on the pallet for him. 

“My dear Prince,” she whispered lovingly into his ear, “you can count 
on it.” Then the room went dark around him, and he drifted into sweet 
oblivion. 


Awa 


ARIMEL WALKED SLOWLY with the small man in Quantar blue trailing 
behind him. The cold look of displeasure seemingly always on his face was 
there again now. He detested the small one, the way only an officer of the 
PKI could. He saw everyone as inferior. Most of all traitors. The two men 
were followed through the security door, past the waiting guards, and onto 
the bridge of the Vixis by four armed PKI officers under Arimel’s 
command. They approached the Command Chair. Arimel saluted Bennis, 
the look of distaste never leaving his face, and spoke. 

“We have the Quantari officer, now, sir. You said you wanted to 
question him yourself.” 

“Of course,” Bennis waved Arimel away, then diverted his attention 
from the stellar display long enough to briefly size up the small man. 
“What is your name?” he asked. 

“Kobin,” replied the man. Bennis noted the bruises on his face. No 
doubt PKI work. Bennis supposed they were entitled, seeing as they had 
intercepted the small vessel as it tried to make contact with the Vixis. Still, 
fair treatment for traitors. 

“And of what value would you be to me?” said Bennis. 

“I was second in command to General Devin Tannace, leader of the 
Quantar forces on Earth for nearly two years, until Sire Dane Cochrane 
arrived and bewitched our people.” These last words were spoken with a 
venom which brought satisfaction to Bennis. Still he found no compelling 
reason to give the traitor comfort. 

“And as I said, of what value will you be to me?” 

Kobin hesitated, unsure of himself for the first time. Bennis seized the 
moment. 

“You told these men, my associates, that you had potentially vital 
information for us. Give it to me now, or I will return you to them to deal 
with you.” Bennis smiled inwardly at the fear he saw in Kobin’s eyes. The 
small man assessed the situation, then played his hand. 

“T can tell you exact locations of all critical bases and military targets on 
the Sanctuary world.” 

Bennis smiled. “Very well. Arimel?” The gray man reappeared. 

“Sir?” he said. 

“Debrief the dwarf. Then wake Prince Arin. If he has use for him, then 
he may live, if not, kill him. And if at any time he gives you false or 








misleading statements, or withholds information, you have my permission 
to eject him into space with the garbage.” 

“As you wish, sir,” Arimel gave a mock bow, then motioned for Kobin 
to be hustled off the bridge. 

“So much compassion!” came the mocking voice. Bennis turned to his 
right, staring coldly into the peculiar face of Lodar Veran. 

“Shouldn’t you be attending your new charge?” said Bennis, then turned 
back to his starscreen. 

“The latest round of treatments has gone well. He will soon be ours.” 

“And I am so happy for him,” Bennis looked to the chronometric 
display. “In fact, it is nearly time for him to join us.” 

“He sleeps now,” said Veran. “It is not wise to wake him.” 

“Priest, we will be in near Earth space in six hours. I want the dwarf 
debriefed and the prince awakened and on my bridge in four. If either of 
those events do not happen. I will kill the lot of you. Do I make myself 
clear?” he said, turning his head to stare coldly at the Sri. 

“Very,” said Veran. 

“Good,” nodded Bennis. “Now leave my bridge.” Bennis motioned to 
his guards. They approached, weapons drawn on the Sri priest. Veran 
bowed to Bennis in mock respect, then departed the bridge. 

The guards stopped following Veran once he was outside the bridge 
area. He went quickly to an adjacent corridor, dark and isolated from the 
normal traffic to and from the bridge. There he was met by Arimel. “Your 
will, my Lord?” said Arimel. 

Veran hesitated a moment, then spoke. “Has the bounty hunter’s ship 
been cleaned of all traps?” 

“Yes, Lord,” said Arimel. 

“Good. Go and wake Prince Arin.” 

“The treatments are not yet complete. We will have to start this round 
again if we wake him,” protested Arimel. 

“Don’t question me!” snapped Veran, blood red lips flaring in anger. 
Arimel bowed his head slightly in renewed respect. Veran continued, 
explaining. “Our viewing of the Earth system shows some...unusual... 
power outputs. I believe there is going to be more to this attack than simply 
taking out the Sanctuary with fusion bombs. Much more. We must be 
prepared for Bennis to fail. And we must be prepared to leave this ship in 
an emergency. We cannot risk losing the Prince. He is too valuable to us, 


and the Emperor. The bounty hunter has the skills to get us off this 
Starliner, out of this system and to a safe haven, as well as to treat Arin in 
transit. I will not risk him, or myself, on Bennis’ ego.” 

“Ego?” quizzed Arimel. 

“No ship has ever survived an attack on the Sanctuary world in two 
hundred years. And no record of any of the attacks survives. The ships are 
merely...vaporized. What makes him think this will be any different?” 

“He is a fool,” said Arimel of Bennis. 

“Yes, but that fool is still master of this vessel. We must move quietly, 
so as not to be noticed. Go quickly. Have the Quantar traitor sedated and 
placed aboard the bounty hunter’s ship. Then go wake the prince, and tell 
the bounty hunter to prepare her vessel for three more passengers.” 

“Yes, Lord. But what if she does not wish to cooperate?” 

“Inform her my operatives will guarantee she never leaves this system 
alive. And tell her that her other choice is to die here on this vessel.” 

“Lord, do you really believe that?” 

Veran looked around the corridor for any hint of observation, then spoke 
in a whisper when he felt secure. “I have had Communion with the Sri. I 
have felt their force of prescience and foreknowledge,” he paused, as if 
contemplating how much to tell a mundane, then continued. “The demons 
of war have been chained for a thousand years, Arimel. They are about to 
be loosed here, in this system, in this battle. The millennium of peace is 
over. We must be prepared.” 

Arimel nodded, “To fight.” 

Veran shook his head. “No. To win.” 
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26. IN THE SOL SYSTEM 
ny 


ES hat’s going on?” demanded Tannace. Lt. Layton shook his 
head. The two men were looking down on a suddenly 
bustling cavern floor. 

“Unknown, sir. The Sanctuary troopers say the Lightships are 
activating themselves somehow.” The entire cavern had come alive with 
power; lights activating, automated gantries attaching themselves to the 
Lightships, equipment moving to and fro. It was as if someone had thrown 
a switch. 

“How many?” asked Tannace. 

“Seventy-six out of one-hundred so far, Sir. I’ve ordered everyone out 
of the vessels until we can get a handle on this...phenomena.” 

Tannace nodded his head. “Where’s Rijkard?” 

“The story we’re being told is that he is with Sire Cochrane on the main 
Lightship, sir. Other than that, the Sanctuary troopers have been ordered 
not to say anything, sir.” 

“Ordered? By whom?” 

“Rijkard himself, sir.” 

Tannace looked around the great cavern again. The hum of power and 
ionized air hung about the ancient walls. “I hope this isn’t treachery,” he 
said absently. 

“I don’t think so sir. Most of us are taking it as a good sign.” 

Tannace nodded a second time. “I hope you’re right.” 

Colonel Axel Noiman came bounding up to the two men, Tera in tow 
behind her. “Have you seen them?” she said, “The Lightships, they call 
them! They’re incredible!” Again the nod from Tannace. 

“Keep in mind Colonel that we don’t know the whereabouts of Sire 
Cochrane as of yet,” he said. 

“You can’t possibly think this is a bad thing?” she challenged. He eyed 
her. 


“What I think is unimportant. If we are to err, we will err on the side of 
caution, Colonel. Mr. Layton, inform all commanders to gather their units 
once they’ve disembarked. Parade rest on the cavern floor in 30 minutes.” 

“Aye, sir,” said Layton, then watched as Tannace walked off alone, 
observing the ruckus with a look of concern etched on his face. 
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THE FLAGSHIP OF THE Lightship fleet came to rest in the landing pier of 
the cavern. Within seconds automated gangplanks and hoses, like tentacles, 
reached out and enveloped the ship, beginning the process of renewal. The 
vessel was quickly lowered through the floor and past the bellows of the 
inner airlock, then once again into the cavern from where it had originated, 
some untold number of years before, Dane reminded himself. 

He stood at a window port, looking down on the vast bay of Lightships, 
the blue uniformed Quantar soldiers and a phalanx of white clad Sanctuary 
troops rushing to greet the vessel. Dane found himself feeling as though it 
was destiny itself which rushed at him now, not merely a force of fighting 
men and women. Soldiers he had been trained to command, but how could 
he command a people who would treat him as some kind messiah? Or even 
a god? No, that would be a heresy to Rijkard, he thought. Better to rely on 
his wisdom in spiritual matters. A soldier was trained to act and react, to 
follow orders and the chain of command. Acolytes of a religious priesthood 
would fight with fervor, not from the disciplined mind of the soldier. This 
would give them an advantage in emotion, but could also lead to mistakes. 
Mistakes which could cost lives. 

Dane felt the ship lock into its docking port, heard the sound of 
decompression in the generators, then felt it, all its systems, almost tangibly, 
enter a period of rest. 

“T will always be linked to it now, won’t I?” he said. 

“Tt is the way. The more you exchange with it, the more it grows from 
your energy, your life-force, the more a part of you it becomes.” 

“And if it dies?” 

“Then you will grieve. Or you will have passed into the next world 
ahead of it.” 

Dane nodded acceptance. “They expect me to speak to them. To 
inspire them now, don’t they?” 

“As it should be. You are their leader.” 


“They will think of me as a messiah, a deliverer.” 

“Then remind them you are a man.” 

Dane turned to face Rijkard. “I feel less like a man now than I ever 
have, Rijkard. Have I been altered by all this? Changed? Do I now 
possess some greater knowledge or power than I had before? Or does 
destiny rule me? Am I possessed by it?” 

“You are possessed by nothing,” said Rijkard, smiling slightly. “Your 
gifts grow to fruition. Some would say pre-destination rules all our lives. 
But I say we have free will, and by our choices we accept or reject the gifts 
God offers us. You are the sum of your choices since coming here. 
Without your own selection of your path you would not be here today. You 
could have stayed at the manor house, lived a comfortable life as an 
expatriate. But you could never free your world if you did. So it is your 
choice, your destiny you go now to make. Some will take you too far, to 
the level of a messiah. You cannot control that. But you can be both man 
and leader. Ruler and freedom fighter. Lover and warrior. But never forget 
you are a man, and subject to the frailties of men. What you choose, what 
you say and do from here is your doing. God only provides the opportunity, 
and the tools.” 

“So you see me as fully grown, then?” quizzed Dane. 

“I can give you no more counsel.” 

“I doubt that,” said Dane, smiling. “Then I must address them, whether 
they think me man or messiah. But from where?” 

“There is a small service deck between the second and third engine 
pylons,” said Rijkard. “That would seem the appropriate place.” 

Dane nodded approval. “Show the way.” 
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THE TWO MEN EMERGED onto the service deck to the restless bustle of 
the gathering crowd. Dane could see that nearly all the contingent of 
Quantar personnel had arrived, and they were outnumbered three to one by 
the Sanctuary troops. Dane stepped firmly onto the deck, then stopped and 
looked a final time to his companion as the crowd below stirred 
disquietedly. 

“What shall I say?” he said. 

“What you are supposed to, I would venture,” came the reply. Dane 
mocked annoyance at the joke, then stepped up to the platform so that half 


his body could be seen by the people below. He raised his arms for quiet, 
and after a few moments he got it. His voice rose as he spoke. 

“Men and women of Quantar, members of the Sanctuary forces, 
friends,” he began. Surprisingly, his voice carried well throughout the 
cavern, not requiring him to yell. “Today will be remembered as a great 
day in our history books, the ones we will write for our children and our 
grandchildren,” he paused as a murmur of support went through the crowd. 
“We few who stand here today, against those who are many and powerful, 
we few will be written of in the days, weeks, months, and years ahead. The 
deeds we go to do now will be remembered. Our names and those of our 
friends yet to be won to our cause, will echo through this empire. To shake 
even the foundations of the mightiest fortresses of this Emperor’s capitol,” 
again came the sounds of approval. Dane glanced to Rijkard on his right, 
but the older man offered no support, merely staring attentively straight 
ahead. Dane continued. 

“We have been given many great gifts since our arrival on Earth as 
outcasts, as refugees fleeing a brazen and naked aggression against our 
people, our world, our homes,” more approval, louder. “The gift first of 
sanctuary from our oppressors, then of the freedom to fight back, then of 
the revelation of the true and insidious nature of our betrayal. In all these 
times the master of this place, Chancellor Rijkard, stood by our people, and 
later by my side, as he does now,” The approval still louder, this time from 
Sanctuary troops as well. 

“Because of his great gifts to us, I was able to overcome the anger you 
directed at me, at my family, at my father, a good and decent man, in whom 
there is no guile or cunning, and win your trust. Your anger seemed 
justified at that time. But now we know the true face of our enemy. It 
strikes us with rage as well as grief to know he is one of our own, one of my 
blood. Arin, my brother, brought this oppression on us, only for his own 
selfish aggrandizement, for his own goals. What he could not have by right 
he sought to take by force, and because of his great sin of pride, his error of 
judgment, many of our fathers and mothers, sisters and brothers, sons and 
daughters, wives and husbands, have been lost,” Dane’s voice grew quieter 
here, the crowd, moved to reflection, quieted as well. 

“A moment ago I mentioned trust. It is safe to say that when I arrived 
here I had your derision, your rage, your mockery, anything but your trust. 


It is that trust, which I hope I have earned from you, that I ask for now. It is 
the sacrifice I ask you to make to our cause,” 

“And what is that cause? Some of you must certainly ask. Is it to 
defeat our approaching enemies? Surely that. To retake our world and 
reclaim our homes? Yes, that as well. But I say to you today it is still 
more. The Corporate Empire which has created this corruption, this 
twisting of power that allows for the subjugation of free worlds, that is our 
even greater enemy than merely the ones at hand before us. When we fight, 
we fight not merely for survival, not merely for our freedom and our 
world’s freedom, we fight to send a message to an evil and corrupted 
Empire that this will not stand!” Dane’s voice began to rise now, “and that 
we will not stop until all worlds such as ours are free again!” At this the 
crowd roared its approval. 

“Our cause is just,” Dane began again once the crowd had quieted. “We 
have been given the use of weapons whose great power we could not even 
comprehend of a short time ago. As you know, I have returned from the 
maiden voyage of one these great and powerful weapons. This vessel will 
be my flagship, it is I who have set this course in motion. The power you 
sense building in these great ships has been waiting for us here for centuries 
ready for us to use to strike back at our enemies. It is a power we will use 
today,” 

“Tt is with this understanding that I say to you now, in asking for your 
trust, what I know in my soul to be true,” Dane paused for effect, the crowd 
stood silent now before him. As he spoke, he raised his voice so that it 
echoed through the caverns. 

“T swear to you, by the power of God, not a single one among us shall 
lose his life this day!” 

The crowd roared, not in approval or applause, but in a battle cry. Dane 
let it linger for a long while before asking for quiet again. The hum of the 
regenerating Lightships seemed to have grown as Dane’s speech went on. 

It was noticeable to all now below the level of his voice. 

“So I call now my captains and generals, to join me in a final strategy 
session. To them I will reveal our plan of attack, and they in turn will 
reveal our plan to you. To our naval commanders, I order you to seek out 
the Sanctuary officers, they shall assign you to a Lightship, and train you in 
all you need to know. To our paratroopers and infantrymen, I say pack 
yourselves tightly. Once this battle is won, we leave immediately for home, 


for Quantar, there your skills will be most vital. And to your families, on 
Earth and on Luna, I say hold tight, we are but a few scant hours from 
victory now!” 

Then Dane took Rijkard by the hand, raised their arms above their heads 
in victory, waved to the roaring crowd, and departed back into the 
Lightship. 

Rijkard spoke first once the two men were back inside. “I suppose you 
took an oratory course while you were on Corant?” he said. 

Dane smiled. “Mostly for political speaking. It seems politics and war 
have much in common.” The two men laughed for a moment, then all was 
serious again. “Have your men inform my commanders that we’ll meet in 
the balcony room above the bay. We’ll plan our final strategy there,” said 
Dane. Rijkard smiled, then bowed slightly. 

“By your leave, my Lord,” he said. 
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THE BALCONY HAD BEEN transformed into a makeshift war room. 
Dane stood at one end of a long redwood table. Tannace to his right, 
Rijkard next to Devin, Axel to his direct left, followed by Gweneth, and 
then the officers on either side of the table in descending order, finally 
stopping with the mercenary, Brake, at the far end. A holographic imager 
centered on the table projected the Earth and its satellite. 

“The positions shown will be accurate for approximately four hours 
from now, when the Starliner enters near-Earth space,” said Dane. “As we 
suspected, the Vixis is decelerating, planning to use Luna’s gravity to slow 
it’s approach to Earth. As near as we can tell, Bennis plans on simply 
breaking as he passes, allowing the Earth’s natural rotation to bring all of 
his targets into position. After 30 hours or so, he can simply accelerate 
again and move on to a jump point, leaving, he believes, a burned out 
cinder behind him.” 

“What weapons do we anticipate they will use?” The question came 
from Captain Marker, one of the senior naval staff, fourth down on the left 
from Dane. He was a young dark-haired man, in his early thirties, but older 
than Dane. General Tannace answered the question. 

“Fusion bombs to devastate large targets, like cities. Photon cannon to 
take out military installations from space. Possible EMP to destroy 





command and control. Most likely a refractive energy weapon for ship-to- 
ship combat.” 

“But I don’t anticipate them using the energy weapons,” interjected 
Dane. All eyes turned to him. “Bennis is here to destroy the Sanctuary. 
Our small band of ships is nothing but an afterthought. My guess is he will 
try and ignore them, which is why it is so vital for our navy to make him 
pay attention.” 

“T don’t understand,” said Colonel Gweneth. 

“The Quantar navy ships must stay between Bennis and his Earth 
targets, in very low orbit. They must draw his energy weapons’ fire, though 
stay at a distance far enough to avoid any real damage. Keep him occupied 
for a short time, perhaps fifteen minutes at the beginning of the battle. That 
is all that we will need.” 

“And what, exactly, does that mean?” The question came again from 
Marker. “Am I to understand that the Quantar Navy has no role in the 
actual attack on the Starliner?” 

“That means, Captain,” said Rijkard harshly, “That you will follow your 
orders, and let the Director of Quantar carry out his plans.” 

“And what of the Defensive Shield?” pressed Marker, looking to 
Rijkard. “Will you use it to protect our vessels? Or is its existence merely 
myth?” 

“That’s enough!” said Dane. Rijkard remained silent. 

“I protest!” This time it was Brake, the mercenary. “Sire, you must 
allow us to attack the Starliner. Our plan to use the mining drill is still in 
place. Let me take a fusion bomb aboard, and detonate-” 

“No!” cut in Dane, angrily. “I will not risk our naval vessels in this 
attack!” 

“But Sire!” 

“You don’t understand how this battle will be fought, Brake,” said 
Dane. 

“T understand well enough,” said Brake. “We don’t get to fight it.” 

“And what of our pilots?” asked Marker, unfazed by Dane’s position as 
Commander in Chief and standing up for those under his command. “They 
have had no formal training on the Lightships. Will they be required to fly 
them, or will that honor go to the Sanctuary troops?” 

Dane shook his head in frustration. “Our pilots will be needed to fly the 
navy ships and troop carriers from the Sanctuary to Quantar. That is what 


they’ve been training to do, correct General?” he said turning his attention 
to Tannace and away from the younger man. 

“Yes,” said Tannace, “But aren’t we getting a little ahead of ourselves? 
We need to defeat the Starliner first. It could take months to mount an 
offensive on Quantar.” 

Dane slapped the table in anger. “Don’t any of you understand?” he 
said. “The offensive begins today. I intend to have us, all of us, on Quantar 
on less than three days. The Starliner will be destroyed. We will gather 
ourselves, and then proceed immediately to retake our world.” Dane’s 
steely gaze bore into everyone at the table, one by one, forcing their 
acknowledgment. “I will have no more questioning of my plan. The Navy 
will do as my orders indicate. Colonel Gweneth will be with the infantry on 
the troop carriers. Sanctuary pilots will fly the Lightships-” 

“But you will not reveal your plan for the Lightships to us,” the 
challenge came now from the only one who would dare, Axel. 

Dane answered her, all business. “I will reveal only that which I have 
already done, Colonel. The Quantar Navy must keep the Starliner occupied 
for a short time once they reach optimum firing range.” 

“And then what?” said Axel. 

“Then it is in the hands of God,” said Dane. 
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27. IN NEAR EARTH SPACE 
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he bounty hunter held Arin upright, allowing him to regain his 
T balance slowly. He steadied himself on her, then with a swiftness not 
indicated by his expected condition, wrapped his hands around her throat 
and pushed her back onto the pallet, pinning her down with his body. 
Having taken inadequate precautions, the woman lay helpless, struggling 
vainly against Arin, life slowly escaping from her. 

“I would reconsider that decision,” said Veran. Arin inclined his head 
slightly, though not taking his focus from his intended victim. 

“Why would that be?” he asked casually, teeth gritting as she began to 
lose consciousness. 

“Because she is your only means to escape this vessel alive,” replied 
Veran, equally casually. 

“I doubt that,” said Arin. The woman was beginning to lose her battle 
with life, arms flailing helplessly against her physically superior attacker. 
Veran watched the scene a moment longer. 

“Enough!” he finally said. Arin paid him no notice. “Stop now Prince, 
or my friend Arimel here will turn his pistol on you!” 

With this Arin let up slightly, turning to confirm Arimel’s presence. 
The gray man had his pistol squared firmly at the Prince, a snake smile on 
his lips. 

“T don’t believe you,” said Arin. The woman gasped in a gulp of air. 

“Don’t believe Arimel here will use the pistol?” 

Arin shook his head. “Don’t believe this whore here is our only means 
of escaping this vessel. Perhaps for you that is true.” 

Veran smiled casually. “Yes, but, what you believe is irrelevant. My 
man has the pistol.” 

Arin glanced at the gun again. “So he has,” he said, then released the 
woman. She slumped to the floor, rubbing at her throat, gasping and 
coughing for air. 


“And how did we get into this precarious position while I slept so 
peacefully, dreaming Sri dreams?” said Arin, now sitting on the pallet, arms 
folded. Arimel lowered the pistol. 

“To be precise,” said Veran, keeping his distance from the prince, “We 
are not yet in a precarious position, but we will be in two hours, when we 
enter near-Earth space, and must face the Defensive Shield.” 

“And you fear this? Why? I thought you said Bennis had a chance to 
succeed with his plan.” 

“A chance, yes. But my instincts, my Sri instincts... tell me otherwise. 
The closer we get to this world, the more precarious our situation, of that I 
am sure. So I am here to give you a choice. Join us now, freely, and I will 
stop the treatments. I will let you choose your destiny, your future. If you 
agree to join our cause, I will allow you to take part in our little escape plan, 
just in case something should go wrong. If not, you have Pal Bennis to rely 
on, and his plans for you.” 

Arin eyed the Sri priest warily. “And the woman?” he said. She still 
held her throat, breathing slower now, rising to her hands and knees. 

“She is our means of escape. Her vessel is ready even now, just in case 
some unexpected catastrophe should befall this vessel.” 

“No, you misunderstand. Will she be mine to deal with as I please?” 

Veran smiled. “A pity the treatments aren’t complete. You would soon 
forget baser human pleasures. Once we reach safe haven you can do with 
her as you please.” 

“And the treatments will stop?” 

Veran nodded. “I had hoped once you became enlightened you would 
choose never to return to the flesh of anormal man. But it will be your 
choice. You still have great potential. And some day I hope to convince 
you of the wisdom of being One with the Sri. But for now, the treatments 
will stop.” 

The woman grasped the pallet and raised herself shakily to three 
quarters stance, gasping and breathing heavily. 

“Then I accept your offer. Unless, of course, Bennis is successful.” 

Veran nodded. “I could expect no less. Arimel, prepare a place on the 
bounty hunter’s ship for our guest. And leave the treatment equipment 
behind, it will look less suspicious, and be more reassuring for our guest 
that we are dealing with him honestly.” 

“Yes, Lord,” said Arimel. Then Veran smiled. 


“She is yours,” he said to Arin. 
Arin smiled back, then slapped her backhanded across the face, sending 
her once more crashing to the floor. 
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PAL BENNIS WATCHED the sphere of Luna pass behind his view on the 
starmap. Lodar Veran, Prince Arin, and four well armed guards stood 
flanking him on either side of his command station. Directly ahead, his 
three bridge officers sat, one step below their commander, out of respect. 

“Passing the orbit of Luna now, sir,” said the one on the left without 
turning, the Astrogator. 

“Good. How long until we commence breaking?” 

“Twenty-three minutes, sir,” said the one on the right, the helmsmen. 

“Tactical report.” 

The one in the middle spoke this time. “All weapons bays loaded. 
Fusion bombs will be targeted on Earth’s major cities in seven minutes. 
Photon cannon locked onto major military bases, powering up now. Sites 
provided by the Quantar traitor appear to be accurate at this time. Energy 
weapons show green for any ship-to-ship combat. EMP satellite 
deployment will be possible but not recommended unless absolutely 
necessary, Sir.” 

“I asked for a report, not an opinion.” 

The tactical officer nodded in respect. “Apologies, sir.” Bennis ignored 
him. After several moments of silence to make the man uncomfortable, 
Bennis decided to humor him. “What should be our tactical plan, in your 
opinion,” he said. 

The officer turned from his station to face the Imperial Governor. 

“Knock out their main base first, sir, with a burst from the photon 
cannon. They call the base the Cathedral. It is the size of a small mountain 
and should be an easy target to detect and lock onto from space. It will be 
in range just fifteen minutes after we reach optimum.” 

“Location?” 

“Near the 38th parallel, Pacific ocean, North American continent.” 

“And what is your reasoning for this selection?” 

“Hit their main base first, destroy morale. Command and control will 
begin to break down. Any space borne resistance will likely fade quickly. 


Maximum possible fear factor on the civilian population. People in fear 
make mistakes. Mistakes are to our advantage.” 

Bennis pretended to ponder this amoment. “Seems a sound plan. What 
do you think, Sri?” 

“Iam not a tactician. At least not in the military sense. The plan seems 
sound, as you said, Governor,” said Veran. 

“Yet you are uncomfortable here,” said Bennis, his tone of voice as if to 
challenge the priests’ courage. Veran parried the verbal lunge. 

“Were I in command, I would choose a different path. But as you so 
often point out, I am not in command.” 

Bennis eyed the Sri priest with contempt, then turned his attention to 
Arin. 

“And you, young Prince? Did they teach you any useful tactics at 
Director’s training school? That is before you were expelled for cheating?” 
he said. 

“They did not, Governor. And in any event, I think you would mock 
my answer no matter what it was.” 

Bennis laughed coldly. “Perhaps you’re right, and smarter than I give 
you credit for- sometimes. Nonetheless, I insist upon your opinion.” 

Arin eyed the star display a moment, then turned a challenging look to 
Bennis. “My brother is an honest man, and no fool. Honest men always 
seem to find allies. He has made allies here, allies of which we know very 
little,” Arin paused here for effect, “I think your plan will succeed. But I 
am also preparing to do battle with him another day, another time, if you 
fail.” 

Bennis smiled smugly, grunted slightly, then sat back in the command 
chair, interest returning to the star display. “At last, a quality in you I can 
respect. Nearly too late,” he said. Then he spoke to the waiting tactical 
officer. 

“You may proceed,” he said. 

“Yes, sir!” said the tactical officer enthusiastically. 

“But don’t take any action without informing me first. I don’t want to 
miss anything. I wish to enjoy the moment to its fullest. Do not disappoint 
me,” His voice held a stern warning 

“T will do nothing without informing you first, sir. Nor without your 
orders to proceed,” came the sober reply. Bennis settled deeper into the 
leather commanders chair. 


“Excellent,” he said. 
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DANE STOOD JUST OUTSIDE the Command Module of his flagship. 
Rijkard, Axel and Tannace had joined him there, on his express orders. 

“But Sire,” said Devin, “I wish to be involved in this battle! Not be 
some passive observer. I’ve waited my whole life for these moments!” The 
frustration in him, and in Axel, was evident. Dane shook his head. 

“No Devin. You are a General, my Chief of Staff, you belong with me, 
here.” 

“Please Sire!” 

Dane snapped. “TIl hear no more of it! Your time will come, Devin, to 
lead our assault to retake Quantar. TIl need both of you then.” 

“But what will we do?” protested Axel. 

“T’ve arranged for all of you to be fitted with goggles like mine,” said 
Dane, handing one to each of them. “You won’t be able to participate, but 
you will be able to ‘see’ the battle as I do through a virtual interface. Until 
you have experienced it, I can say no more. Words do not suffice to 
describe it.” 

Axel took her goggles reluctantly, like a scorned child. 

“I agree with Devin,” she said. “This is no way for us to do battle. We 
have earned the right to fight.” 

“Axel...” said Dane, exasperated. 

“Damn you!” she said angrily. “All we ask is that you share with us the 
glory of the fight! Or at least the very basics of your plan!” 

Dane held up his hands to quell her anger. “I will hear no more of this.” 

“But Sire,” said Devin. “Don’t you understand our desire to be more 
directly involved?” 

“But, Devin you will,” said Dane. 

“You do not understand, either of you, I’m afraid,” interjected Rijkard. 
“You will do battle, just not in the conventional sense. Once linked, Sire 
Cochrane will be able to see the battle through any of our eyes. To ‘hear’ 
our thoughts as he controls every aspect of the Lightship fleet. Ours will 
not be a passive voice, but one with his. We will fight through him.” 

“But Rijkard,” said Tannace. “I find this- distasteful. It seems so close 
to what we revile the Sri for.” 


“What do you know of the Sri? Of their ways? They alter human 
DNA. They link themselves through mechanical implants, group their 
consciousness-” 

“Rijkard, enough,” said Dane. The older man seemed embarrassed at 
his outburst. “Devin, I can only tell you that this process is sanctioned by 
the church, by Rijkard himself. He alone is arbiter of acceptable practice. I 
have bowed to his authority on this matter, and I ask you to as well.” 

Tannace nodded. “Of course, Sire,” he said. 

“Good. Then I suggest we get on with it.” Without another word Dane 
donned proceeded into the chapel, the door automatically shutting behind 
him. Rijkard gestured to acceleration couches, and Devin and Axel sat with 
him. After a few moments Axel spoke out. 

“So what do we do now?” she said nervously. 

“We wait,” said Rijkard. 
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THE EXPLOSION OF COLOR poured into Danes’ consciousness again. 
The images painted more quickly this time, first to wireframe, then to 
solid. He extended himself when he thought it safe, seeking Axel and 
Devin and Rijkard in the stream. Finding them, he allowed them to join 
him bit by bit, until they shared full awareness of his field of vision. 
Though direct communication in the conventional sense was not possible, 
Dane could sense their thoughts and emotions as they probed each of the 
ships systems. When they reached out, he had access to their thinking, and 
they to his. A two-way street, linked by the Lightship, system to system. 
Dane put his friends aside and reached out in a different direction, 
opening the tactical display. A solid of the Vixis, its exact speed, course and 
coordinates in space appeared. Dane watched ever more closely as the time 
for action, his first act of vengeance, came closer, second by second, minute 
by minute. Dane accessed the weapons systems and not surprisingly found 
Axel there. Always impatient, he thought. Dane sensed Devin’s presence in 
the tactical system, while Rijkard was linked to external communications, 
possibly in last minute conference with the Cathedral on Earth. Once he 
had activated the weapons, Dane turned to the propulsion system and 
activated the engines. Finally, he turned to the Lightship fleet link, and 
opened it for the first time. 


The flood of a hundred minds came upon him. He wrestled briefly with 
confusion and a sort of virtual vertigo, then righted himself and began to 
sort out the essence of the men and women under his command. In these 
other Lightships, unlike his flagship, a crew of twenty was necessary to 
operate and maintain system balance. Dane wasn’t sure if he had some 
special gift, or if his vessel had been simply designed to be more 
autonomous. In any case, the pilots of each ship were encoded by their 
DNA, making them solely responsible for the vessel and crew under their 
command. But in this battle, Dane knew it was his destiny to command 
them all, and it was a challenge he cherished. 

Dane sorted each of his command through the tactical communications 
link, each one would now respond to the force of his will. A command 
given would move any ship to a new position, fire weapons, engage or 
disengage with another vessel. It was a feeling of awesome power, almost 
intoxicating, and Dane knew it was an experience he could partake of only 
rarely. But now was a time for action. His first command went out, 
through the external link, to Earth, and the Cathedral. 

“Vixis entering prime targeting position. Launch the Quantar fleet.” 
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“CATHEDRAL BASE ENTERING prime targeting position, sir,” said 
Tactical. 

“Excellent. Arm the photon cannon,” replied Bennis. 

“Photon cannon armed. One minute to prime targeting.” 

“Helm, slow us by one quarter power,” commanded the Governor. 

“One quarter power, aye,” said helm. 

“Tactical, any signs of resistance?” 

“Just a moment, Governor. Aye, sir. Twenty-three targets rising to meet 
us. Quantar Naval design. Sixteen troop carriers with energy weapons, six 
corvettes armed with light photon cannon, and one asteroid mining drill. 
No capital ships.” 

“Do they pose any threat to us?” 

Tactical shook his head. “No chance of penetrating our shields. The 
mining drill will be targeted and destroyed by our energy weapons, sir, as 
soon as it’s in range.” 

“Prepare to fire photon cannon on my mark,” said Bennis, anticipation 
growing in him. 


“Recommend we wait, sir. Quantar ships have deployed themselves 
between us and the target. At this range photon detonation would fuse our 
targeting computers. It should only take a few minutes to break down their 
shields and destroy them. Primary target will still be in range, sir. 
Converting to energy weapons.” 

Bennis bristled at the insolence of Tactical, then thought better of it. 
“Commence,” he said. 

“Aye, sir. Firing on first targets with full batteries. A hit sir!” Tactical’s 
voice rose in excitement. “Enemy shields weakening.” 

Bennis sought to recapture his stature. “Captain,” he said, motioning to 
his guard captain. “Have your men assemble in the troop carriers. Once 
the Cathedral has been taken out I want your men down there to clean up. 
Terrorize the local population. Loot. The usual.” 

“Aye sir,” said the captain, then motioned to his subordinates. Several 
of them departed the bridge with him, a fact that was not lost on Veran or 
Arin. 

“Energy weapons continuing barrage. Ineffective at this range sir,” said 
Tactical. “Quantar ships staying just out of range, station keeping between 
us and the primary. Recommend we move closer, sir.” 

“Not as easy as you thought, Governor?” It was Veran’s’ turn to mock. 
Arin eyed Veran suspiciously. Why is he baiting Bennis, Arin thought. 
Bennis replied by ignoring Veran. “Take us in,” he said. 

Arin looked from Veran to Bennis. He despised both men, and at this 
point cared not who won between them. His decision was easy. He would 
speak his own mind now. “He’s drawing you in,” said Arin aloud to 
Bennis. 

“What? Did I hear the young Prince speak?” said Bennis. Arin 
remained silent. “Carry out my order,” he said to Tactical. Tactical began 
to move the giant vessel closer. 

“Quantar ships in range in one minute thirty seconds,” replied Tactical. 
Bennis rose from his chair, brushed past Veran brusquely, then stood facing 
Arin, face red with rage he could barely control. 

“Explain, young prince. And pray it is a good one.” 

Arin locked his gaze for a few moments, contempt for Bennis in his 
eyes, unconcealed. He then turned to the star display. 

“Tt is obvious. If the Quantar ships intended to really engage you, they 
would be making suicide runs, especially if they thought this was their last 


stand. Clearly, they do not. They are under orders to defend, to keep us 
occupied for some period of time. I believe in a very short time they will 
disengage from us completely.” 

Bennis waited for Arin to continue, then inquired again, outraged at 
being upstaged on his own bridge, but growing desperate to know what 
Arin had to say. “And then, young prince?” 

Arin waited a few more moments. 

“Targets optimal in thirty seconds,” said Tactical. 

“Then my brothers’ friends I told you of earlier will make their 
appearance, and we will know the true nature of this planets’ power.” 

Bennis looked anxiously to the star display. “Not possible,” he said. 
“There must be another explanation.” 

Arin laughed out loud at this. Veran eyed the young man with a mixture 
of new found respect and wariness. He sees, he knows, he has the gifts! 
Perhaps he will prove more than we can handle, but there is always great 
risk in great gain, Veran thought. 

“Really governor,” said Arin. “Did you think it would be so easy? I 
can see now that my fight with my brother will go on a long time.” He 
sighed heavily. “We have already lost Quantar,” he said. 

Bennis stormed back to his command chair. “This is outrageous! You 
speak foolishness, young Prince. And I have had enough of it! Guards, 
remove the Prince to the brig!” Two of the diminished bridge guard 
approached Arin on either side. Arin only smiled, and departed willingly 
with them. 

“Best of luck to you, governor!” he shouted as he left the bridge. 

“Targets in firing range!” said Tactical. 

“Fire!” shouted Bennis. 

Veran moved close to Bennis. “There is still time to withdraw,” he said. 

“Shut up, priest,” replied Bennis. 

“Act now. Evacuate your troops from Quantar. You can fight another 
day.” 

“Another day?” shouted Bennis, rising again to challenge the priest. 
“This is the day! This is our victory! My victory!” 

“Targets are moving out of range. Energy weapons having no effect. 
Primary coming into range of the photon cannon again,” said Tactical. 

“Arm the cannon!” said Bennis, then returned unconcerned to his chair. 

“Governor, the prince was correct. We are being drawn in.” 


“T have under my command one of the twelve most powerful ships in 
the galaxy, Sri. I fear nothing.” 

“Governor-” 

“Time to primary!” shouted Bennis over Veran. 

“Forty seconds!” said Tactical. 

“Governor-” said Veran again. 

“Guards!” shouted Bennis. Two men began to move menacingly 
toward Veran. 

“Governor!” said Tactical, alarm in his voice. 

“Report!” 

“Just amoment. Confusing readings.” 

“Report!” shouted Bennis, standing again, enraged. 

“Confirmed. Multiple targets rising from beyond the ecliptic of the 
satellite, sir. Incoming on intercept courses at—I can’t track their speeds!” 

“Explain!” 

Tactical was clearly panicked now. He gathered himself. “Multiple 
targets incoming, from the moon, sir, behind us. Perhaps as many as one 
hundred. Configuration unknown. Propulsion unknown. Weapons 
unknown.” 

“Is the photon cannon ready?” shouted Bennis. 

“Aye,” said Tactical, clearly shaken. 

“Fire cannon!” 

“Cannon firing!” 

A blue-electric ball of energy emerged from the nose of the great 
vessel. The star display showed the Quantar ships scattering downrange, 
away from the Cathedral. The cannon shot drove forward, towards its 
target, towards Earth. 

Without warning, as if the sun were suddenly extinguished, the Earth 
fell into shadow before them. The star display showed only blackness, with 
a faint tinge of sunlight at the horizon. The cannon shot impacted well 
above the surface, its twisting purple energy distorting as it connected with 
the Shield, fading quickly into the blackness, dispersed. The Earth below 
them returned to its normal blue-green state as if nothing had occurred. 

Bennis fell back in his chair, stunned. “Helm. Get us out of here!” he 
said. 

“Aye sir!” said Helm. 


“Governor, give the order to evacuate Quantar.” It was Veran, flanked 
by the two guards. Bennis stared at Veran, blankly. 

“Kill him,” he said almost absently to the guards. Veran stepped back 
between the two men, touched his forefinger to palm, then with incredible 
adroitness drew an energy pistol from his tunic and cut down both guards 
with it. Ignoring Bennis, who flung himself to the floor beneath his 
command station, Veran bolted for the bridge entrance. As he ran the walls 
on either side of him exploded in a shower of sparks and a dozen PKI 
operatives came pouring through the openings, firing coil pistols at the 
remaining bridge guards, cutting them down with cold efficiency. Bennis 
cowered in fear at the fire fight all around him. The PKI quickly gathered 
around Veran, eyeing the bridge crew for any signs of resistance. Veran 
stepped forward when he was certain the room was cleared of opposition, 
and shouted at Bennis. 

“I leave you now, governor, to your destiny!” And with that they were 
gone, the whole exchange lasting perhaps twenty seconds. Bennis regained 
his feet, albeit shakily, and began shouting orders again. 

“Hold your stations!” he said. The shocked crew began to regain their 
composure. “Tactical, report! 

“Unknowns all around us sir! They’re firing!” 

“Fire at will!” said Bennis, panic stricken. 

The Starliner rocked with the impact of a Lightships’ energy weapon, 
then a second and a third time. The star display in front of Bennis went 
black, circuits burnt out. Sparks flew again and again on every impact, the 
ship shuddering more severely each time. Many of the crew began to 
abandon their posts, running in panic. Slowly Bennis put his hands to his 
face, head bowed. 

He began to weep. 
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DANE WATCHED IN SATISFACTION as the Lightship fleet swarmed the 
great Starliner like bees swarming a kill. Bolts of white light shot 
frequently from the nose of the modest sized vessels, each taking it’s turn to 
exact revenge for loved ones lost, to seek justice with each strike, to cleanse 
like lighting in a storm. He shared the vision of the attack with his 
comrades, his friends. Felt their reactions to the sight as well as his own. 


Joy, anger, outrage, lust for vengeance. In the link he could share their 
feelings, and he validated them all. 

The great ship lurched now, clearly in its death throes, decelerating, 
momentum carrying it towards Earth, and the Defensive Shield. True to 
legend, no ship had ever survived an attack on Earth, and Dane knew this 
one would not be the first. 

Broad bands of the Vixis’ hull had been ripped away by the Lightships, 
exposed metal glowed white, orange, and red hot. Debris littered space 
near her. Dane continued to coordinate the battle, a ship moving here, 
another in position to fire there, all responding to his will. For himself he 
knew the battle was already won, the time coming when he alone would 
have to act. But not yet. Not until the Vixis hung by the barest thread of 
life. 

Then my vengeance begins, he thought. And the words reverberated 
throughout the link, touching every mind in contact with his own. And not 
one allowed disapproval. 
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“IS THE SHIP READY?” said Veran to Arimel. 

“Yes sir. Our pilot is being very cooperative. And we intercepted the 
Prince on his way to the brig, he’s in stasis in the rear hold. Shall we 
recommence the treatments once we’re under way?” 

“No Arimel. I think, for now, we just keep him in stasis. He showed 
me some intriguing qualities today. Qualities worth exploring more fully at 
the Dragon Court.” 

“As you wish, Lord.” Veran moved to the pilots cabin. 

“Get us off this deathtrap,” he said to the bounty hunter. 

“With pleasure,” she replied, engaging the engines and breaking free of 
the Starliner. The space around them was filled with debris and the blast of 
white hot energy from the Lightships. 

“What course shall we make? And how do you propose we get clear of 
this fleet?” She said. 

“Make directly for the planet. We’ll skip off the upper atmosphere and 
clear enough room to make a jump to light,” he said. 

“And then?” 

Veran smiled. “With luck, we will find a safe haven.” 


“Somehow,” she said, “I don’t consider escaping with you lot to be 
much luck.” 
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PAL BENNIS WIPED TEARS from his eyes, struggling to reactivate the 
star display. He moved the dead body of his tactical officer away from the 
console, not bothering to wipe the man’s blood from his hands. He crossed 
the tactical viewer node with the visual display and with a flicker a grainy 
picture came up on the screen. Bennis smiled, almost child-like, alone now 
on his bridge. He moved back to his command chair, remnants of his 
crushed command lying all around him. The stench of burned bodies filled 
the air, but Bennis was oblivious. 

The firing had stopped nearly ten minutes before, giving him the time to 
reconnect the display circuits. The star display showed the black sphere of 
Earth, rising ever larger. The unknown ships had withdrawn now to a safe 
distance. All but one. And Bennis knew who occupied the bridge of that 
lone vessel. Vengeance was a concept that he understood. 

What I wouldn’t give for one shot from the photon cannon, he thought. 
But this is justice, I suppose. 

He stood to face the view screen, the nose of the unknown vessel 
pointed directly at him. 

“So be it,” he said aloud. 
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DANE WATCHED THE STARLINER as it drifted in space, towards the 
Earth, and certain destruction. A destruction he would hasten. 

The Lightship fleet had been withdrawn to a safe distance, one from 
which they could observe, but not participate in the final blow against this 
great lady. Dane wondered absently if his brother were still aboard, though 
his intuition told him otherwise. A small scout vessel had escaped during 
the attack, and Dane questioned whether he had allowed it to escape on 
purpose, hoping one day for a face-to-face challenge against his brother. 
He decided that ultimately, it did not matter. No doubt the imperial 
governor, Bennis, remained. 

He had severed the link, returning control of the Lightships to their 
individual pilots. Rijkard, Devin, and Axel were no doubt in the back 


cabin, watching on monitors and waiting for him to act, cut off now as he 
extracted his private revenge. 

He looked upon the Vixis, crippled and broken, and remembered his 
own experiences there, what seemed an eternity ago. Remembered his 
naiveté, his hopes, his dreams, all shattered aboard her. 

And he summoned all his rage, his anger and vengeance. The power 
within the Lightship began to build to overflowing. The power readings 
topped off the scales, and with his mind, he released it all, shouting out loud 
with a primal rage. 

White-hot lightning shot towards the Vixis. 
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BENNIS WATCHED AS THE bolt of energy closed on the screen, growing 
brighter, so bright, blindingly so, as if to cleanse the universe. And he did 
not flinch, but stood defiant as his bridge, and his flesh, incinerated around 
him. 
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DANE WATCHED AS THE Vixis was obliterated, a white-hot, consuming 
ball of fire, particles of metal and energy scattering through space, streaking 
into Earth’s upper atmosphere. But he found no satisfaction in it, only a 
brief release of his pent-up rage. Then all too quickly, an awareness of his 
continuing burdens. Almost instantly, the Earth herself emerged from 
behind the shield, a new dawn awakening once again. 

He set the flagships’ systems on automatic, then disengaged from her 
and went out to meet his friends. 

The sounds of victory cheers could be heard over the fleet comm system 
as Dane emerged from the chapel. His three companions all greeted him in 
a different manner, but all in silence. Devin put a hand to his shoulder, 
nodding quietly. Rijkard merely met his gaze, the unspoken exchange 
needing no words. Axel took his hand gently, pushing herself forward until 
she occupied his full and only attention. Then she hugged him, and 
surprisingly, he found himself embracing her back. 

“I love you,” she whispered, then pulled back. Dane only nodded his 
acknowledgment of her words. Then the four of them stood together, arms 


around each other. As always, it was Axel who was brash enough to speak 
out loud. 

“Now what?” she asked. Dane smiled wearily. 

“Now we go home.” 
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28. ON QUANTAR 
Ww 


CC ll of you, hold your positions!” said Dane into his comm link. 
The fleet of Quantar troop carriers had deposited Dane and his 


ten squads of twenty men each in the foothills of the Hakkar mountains, 
then moved off into holding positions in low orbit. They had hiked five 
kilometers to get into position, on a thousand foot rock ridge just above the 
North Palace. Below, Devin and Axel were in flanking positions in equal 
strength, shrouded by night, snow, and the forested lands beyond the North 
Palace’s back gardens. All looked quiet as Dane peered down with night 
field glasses on his former family summer home, presumably still an 
outpost of the enemy. Beyond, to the south, the city of KendalFalk lay in 
near darkness, winter’s harshness nearly blotting it from view. 

“Devin, are you in position?” he said into the comm. 

“Yes, Sire. Half a kilometer from the back gates,” came the scratchy 
reply. “I can see troops there, perhaps a squad of twenty or so, not well 
armed, most of them wearing Quantar blue and orange, if that means 
anything.” 

“They could be Bennis’ men, or they could be ours. Axel, what is your 
report?” said Dane. 

“Uncertain. Some of them are not wearing military uniforms. They 
look like they could be civilian or militia. Either volunteers from the city, 
loyal to our cause, or traitors. In any case, I would say not regulars. 
Certainly not elite troops,” her voice crackled over the wireless link. 

Dane peered through the field glasses again. “Agreed. Not regulars. 
And from the looks of them, not Imperial either.” 

All the troops in the squads waited for him to act. They had spent three 
days traversing the jumpoints from Earth to Quantar, leaving immediately 
after the destruction of the Vixis. They were tired, angry, and ready for a 
fight. But Dane was unsure whether that would be necessary now. They 
had encountered no signs of opposition since their arrival in Quantar space 
ten hours earlier. Dane had a dozen Lightships in orbit, and ten more were 


patrolling the star system. They had found nothing but some faint ion trails, 
indicative of a swift evacuation. The major cities were silent, no activity at 
all it seemed, either from starvation, abandonment, or fear that their 
oppressors remained. The relief ships from Earth, led by Rijkard, would 
arrive in twenty-eight standard hours. Dane had to act soon. 

“Squads one through ten. Assemble for paradrop. Short chutes. PI 
lead squad one,” said Dane into the link. 

“Sire, I object!” said Devin. 

“As do I!” chimed in Axel. “You’re putting yourself in danger!” 

“Colonel, I don’t think now is the time to lecture me on danger. I’ve 
made up my mind. And if it’s any consolation, Pll let Brake go first,” the 
mercenary smiled at Dane as he crouched next to him. 

“Damn you Dane!” said Axel. 

“Colonel, consider yourself on report. Now pay attention,” he said. 
“Once we’re deployed we’ ll scale the garden walls and dig in. Then I want 
flares in the air from each of you. And close down those flanks. Nothing 
gets out, understood?” 

“Aye, sir,” said Axel. 

“Aye, Sire,” said Devin. Dane turned to Brake and nodded toward the 
ridge. “Go!” Brake backed up a dozen meters, the broke into a run and 
leapt from the ridge, deploying his chute instantly. Dane watched him 
descend with the night glasses, then saw him signal for the next man. Dane 
packed his glasses and walked back to the same spot Brake had started 
from. 

“One man every five seconds after me,” he said into the link, then ran 
from the ridge himself. 

Once grounded he saw the squads come down swiftly and silently, faint 
lights from the palace the only thing illuminating an otherwise gloomy 
night. Dane looked skyward at the falling snow, and thought it was the 
most beautiful sight he had ever seen. 

The squads quickly assembled and scaled the garden walls, advancing 
halfway to the summer patio, where the small guard shuffled in the cold 
winter night, trying to stay warm, oblivious to the approaching troops. 
Dane gave the hand signal and his squads spread out, then dug into position 
in his mother’s gardens. Dane noted that they were unkempt and filled with 
brambles. Had she been here to see them, she would not have been pleased. 


“Axel, Devin, in position?” he whispered. “Aye,” came the responses in 
near unison. 

“One hour ‘till, dawn, Sire,” whispered Brake. Dane nodded. 

“Now,” he said into the comm link. In seconds the night sky was ablaze 
with the red glow of a dozen flares, all rising above the troops on the patio, 
lighting them for Dane’s men to see and obscuring their vision of his 
troops. The men on the patio panicked, rushing for any sort of cover, but 
not firing. After a few moments a voice called out from the patio at them. 

“Who goes there?” shouted a man from behind a marble balustrade. 
Dane signaled for quiet. “I say again, who goes there?” said the man. “We 
open fire in ten seconds if you don’t call yourselves out!” Dane sensed fear 
in the man’s voice. His intuition spoke to him again. He dropped his coil 
rifle, stood up, and began walking forward towards the man. 

“My Lord!” shouted Brake, “Come back!” 

“Hold your positions!” shouted Dane to his men. As he did all weapons 
from the patio pointed his way. Dane approached with his hands up, palms 
open. 

“Who goes there?” said the leader again. 

“Please, no violence,” said Dane. “You are surrounded by a superior 
force which could take you all out ina moment. I ask you to put down your 
weapons.” 

The man hesitated. “I could still shoot you! Stop! Stop right there!” he 
said. Dane stopped his advance. 

“Your accent. You’re from the Caderlands aren’t you?” said Dane. 

“My father used to take me there to hunt wild quarterboar. You’re not with 
the imperial troops, are you?” 

“No,” said the man. “They all left last night. But how do I know you’re 
not with them?” 

“Pm not.” 

“To get in here you’!l have to prove that, to me. No more violations of 
our world. We won’t allow it.” 

Dane sighed heavily, emotion rising in him. “I agree, we won’t,” he 
said. Then he removed his field glasses, hat and left glove. He raised his 
ring to the man. The guns on the patio began to drop. 

“What is your name?” asked Dane. 

“Walther. Faranc Walther. I was a rancher by trade, years ago...” his 
voice began to fade. “In the Caderlands.” 


“You asked ‘who goes there?’” said Dane as he walked up the broad 
stairs. “I am Sire Dane Cochrane of Quantar. Your Lord and Director, and 
master of this house. I ask your permission to enter, and take possession of 
her,” said Dane. The man began to weep. 

“The underground. They said you were dead...” 

“No.” 

“Or a traitor.” 

“Never.” 

The man dropped his gun and collapsed to his knees, hands to his face, 
weeping uncontrollably. At this the others on the patio too dropped their 
weapons, arms held above their heads in surrender. Dane went to Walther, 
and lifted him from his knees, supporting his full weight. The man was thin 
and bony, obviously malnourished. After a few moments, Walther began to 
calm. Dane called to the other men. 

“Pick up your weapons, all of you. Never again will the men of 
Quantar surrender to anyone. I name you all now as deputies in my 
personal palace guard. If you accept.” 

“We do,” said Walther, his composure returning. “Our commander is 
inside the palace now, Sire. I’ll make way for you.” 

“Thank you,” said Dane. “Axel, Devin, move in now,” he said into the 
comm link. “Take up positions around the palace. And call in the 
regiments. I want garrisons in all the major cities by noon.” 

“Aye, Sire,” came the replies. 
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“SIRE! I AM SURPRISED to see you, as you may well understand,” 
Dane was addressing the makeshift captain of the palace guard, whose 
name was Gollonbeck. 

“I do understand. My men will take over the palace guard now, if you 
agree to relinquish?” 

“T do.” 

“Good.” Dane hesitated before asking the next question, not sure he 
wanted to know the answer. “What news is there of my father?” 
Gollonbeck looked to Devin and Axel, then back to Dane and shook his 
head. 

“None, I’m afraid. We’ve not had time to look much as of yet. It’s 
been a long time since he was last heard from. I wouldn’t hold out much 


hope-” 

Dane cut him off. “Thank you. Devin, Axel, you’ll see to it. Give it 
your highest priority.” They both hesitated a moment. “Now,” ordered 
Dane. Axel and Devin left without another word. He turned back to the 
guard captain. “Gollonbeck, I want your men to begin an assessment of the 
damage here, structurally and—aesthetically. Find out how much they 
took.” 

“Aye Sire.” 
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DANE SPENT THE NEXT two hours going from room to room in the 
palace. What wasn’t looted had been vandalized in some way, nearly all of 
it. It filled him with outrage. The search helped quell his nerves, but when 
the comm link chimed in his heart began racing again. It was Axel. 
“Dane,” there was a long pause, filled only by static. “I think you 
should come to the cellars in the north wing.” 
He put the comm to his mouth. “On my way.” 


—~W dra 


AXEL STOOD AT THE TOP of the stone steps leading to his father’s 
liquor cellars with three men of the makeshift palace guard. Devin stood 
off to one side, his face a blank mask. Dane looked to Axel, but she would 
not return his gaze. She bit her lip, then took a step that placed her between 
him and the cellar doors. 

“Dane,” she said quietly, “You don’t have to do this.” 

He shook his head. “Yes, Axel, I do. Go now, and take the guard with 
you.” He nodded to Devin, who silently rounded up the guard detail and 
proceeded down the hallway. Axel looked up at him a moment, then kissed 
him gently on the mouth. She stood aside then, but her posture let him 
know she would not be far away. Dane licked the taste of her from his lips 
as he passed through the doors. Inside of his soul, he feared it would be 
their last kiss. 

He descended slowly down the cold stone steps, the click of his boot 
heels echoing through the chamber. At the bottom of the stairs he saw it, 
cold and hollow, a dull gray metal tube, transformed into a sarcophagus. 

He walked slowly towards it, dying a little inside with each step, his soul 


receding to the background of his consciousness, growing as cold as the 
damp walls around him. 

The glass had been melted away. Inside, the bones of his father lay still, 
jaw slacked in death, flesh burned from his skeleton like chaff in a harvest 
fire. The royal orange sash of Quantar lay across the body, with his family 
crest in the center, obviously placed there after death had come, but enough 
to make the message clear. This is what the Corporate Empire of Man 
thought of Nathan Cochrane, Director of Quantar. 

Dane let his grief wash through him, a sudden and cleansing flow. 
Behind it came the hardening of ice as his soul withdrew from a pain it 
could not bear. With all of his remaining will he allowed them to come, the 
tears he knew he must cry, this one last time. They streamed down his face 
as he spoke aloud in a weak and tired voice. 

“Only for you, father, do I cry these tears. And I will not rest until I 
taste this Emperor’s blood, and the blood of my brother.” 

Then he fell to the floor alone, his cries echoing through the cellar. 
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DANE ENTERED THE EAST Room at Government House in full dress 
uniform, family crest gleaming gold at his breast in the refection of the 
klieg lights. He walked across the marble floor of the ornate hall, boot 
heels clicking quietly as he passed. He stopped as he came to the flag- 
draped coffin containing his father’s remains, lying in state for one final 
day. Fine red velvet draped around the casket from the high ceiling to the 
floor. Fresh flowers kept the scent of a spring still far off hanging in the air, 
but he failed to notice any of these details, his mind elsewhere. His hand 
went to his military cap as he saluted the casket in silence for a long 
moment. Then he stepped up to the casket and removed the Orange Sash of 
Office he had taken off of his father’s corpse and draped it across his own 
shoulder, pinning it at his waist. This simple act ended a month of official 
mourning for his father. A month in which he had not set foot in a single 
government building, nor made a single official proclamation. 

The vidlink cameras were then turned off, allowing Dane and his inner 
circle, his only remaining family, privacy in these moments. Dane turned 
now to face his friends. They stood in the reception area at the opposite end 
of the huge room, the place where Cochrane Directors of the last two 
centuries had greeted the rich and the powerful. 


He walked towards them without really looking at any of them. 

Marble columns supported the exterior walls and chandeliers of ancient 
crystal lit the room in soft gold tones from above. Multi-paned glass doors 
lined the right side of the hall leading to a balcony which overlooked the 
rapidly filling St. Joseph’s Square. He noticed none of it as he walked the 
last painful steps to his chosen fate. 

Dane settled uncomfortably into a wingback chair that seemed large 
enough to swallow him. He looked to Devin, fully outfitted in a fresh 
General’s dress uniform. He was busy at the ornate Director’s desk, sifting 
through reports of food supplies, hard currency, and energy reserves that 
Dane had chosen to let lie. Devin opened his mouth once to speak to Dane, 
but the look Dane gave him told him unequivocally that there were far more 
serious matters to attend to. Dane sat back as Devin acknowledged his 
Director’s unspoken command and stopped his shuffling, waiting for him to 
speak what could only be unwelcome news. 

Axel and Rijkard were in full dress uniform and priest’s purple robes 
respectively, standing near the windowed doors adjacent to the third floor 
balcony, from which Dane would soon be speaking to the murmuring crowd 
gathering below. 

“The square is nearly full,” said Axel, looking out upon St. Joseph’s 
Square from behind a curtain. She crossed from the balcony doors to Dane, 
who was fidgeting with the sash. Dane had chosen to let the mottled stains 
of his father’s blood remain on it, as a reminder. He consciously conveyed 
a cold distance to Axel, for her own good. His decisions were now firmly 
made, the course of both of their futures set. What remained now was only 
the pain of revelation. 

Axel stopped her approach at his side, her loving and gentle tone with 
him made maintaining his coldness to her that much more difficult. He 
tried to feign disinterest in her approach, protecting her as much as he 
could. It did not deter her in the slightest. 

“Do you know what you are going to say to the crowd?” she asked. 

He kept his tone direct and businesslike. “Yes.” 

“And what is that?” 

He looked at her, then to Devin and Rijkard in turn. “That I will soon 
be leaving Quantar.” 

A look of shock crossed her face. It was Devin who protested first. 

“Sire! The people need you here, to lead them!” 


Axel followed Devin’s lead, her voice ragged with emotion. “But 
we’ ve only just returned! We’ve just won-” 

“No,” Dane rose from the chair, shaking his head, “We’ve won 
nothing!” He looked to each of them in turn; his friend, his ally, his lover. 
They all felt lost to him now. And no recourse for him but the solitary path 
he had already chosen to take. “You don’t understand, any of you! Quantar 
is weak. We must forge alliances, rebuild our strength, or we’ll not survive 
the battles to come.” 

Dane took a step towards Axel. He felt detached from her now, 
emotions encased inside him. “The Empire did this, Axel. They will come 
for us again, and we must be ready for them. Three months on Quantar, 
that’s all I was given. Then I must go or all could be lost.” 

“Three months...” Axel’s voice trailed off weakly. She turned away 
from Dane, then walked slowly to Rijkard. Dane watched as the older man 
put his arms around her. What’s this? he thought. 

Rijkard’s voice was gentle but firm. “You must tell him.” Axel looked 
to Devin for support, tears forming in her eyes. But he turned away, staring 
blankly at the papers on the desk. She steadied herself, wiped a tear, then 
approached Dane again. 

“T carry your child, Dane. Our baby will need his father here, when he 
is born.” 

When he is born! The words cut through Dane. I have a son! 

Dane bowed his head and leaned hard on the desk. The ice in his soul 
crushed his emotions in a vice, the terrible purpose of his cold will 
threatening to wipe out any hope of happiness. 

“I cannot stay, Axel, I must-“ 

“Defend Quantar?” interrupted Rijkard, his tone angry. “Yes, you 
must. But you can’t defend her from a position of weakness. You feel 
guilt, because of your father’s death. You feel you should have been here to 
save him. But you couldn’t have been. It was impossible. So you punish 
yourself for your own perceived sins. Should your son also pay that price?” 

Rijkard took Axel by one hand, and reached out to Dane with the other. 

“Here is the strength you seek. Here, in the arms of the woman you 
love, in the child that bonds you together.” Now Devin put a reassuring 
hand to Dane’s shoulder. Dane wiped his eyes, then stood and looked at 
Axel. 


Once he saw her face, the ice inside him cracked and splintered, and 
melted away. She rushed into his arms. Devin and Rijkard departed to a far 
comer of the room. 

Dane held her close and tight and they both cried, then he pulled back 
and touched her belly. 

“We’re going to have a son,” he said quietly. She kissed his cheek. 

“I think Nathan would be an appropriate name,” she said to him. Dane 
looked down at the floor. 

“Axel, Pm not sure I can marry you now. Alliances-“ 

“T can wait, Dane,” she said. “Wait for the day I can be your wife. Just 
don’t make me wait alone.” He smiled now and kissed her passionately. 
They broke their embrace as Devin and Rijkard returned. Dane sighed 
deeply. 

“There are hospitals to rebuild, schools, the industry. We need to feed 
our people and prepare them for battle. I must travel and make the 
necessary alliances to ensure our survival. Can we four do all that 
together?” 

“We can,” said Devin. 

“We must,” said Rijkard. Axel looked into Dane’s eyes. 

“We will,” she said. 

Dane nodded. “Then we are agreed.” 

He took Axel by the hand and walked deliberately towards the balcony, 
Devin and Rijkard trailing behind. Axel wiped her face once with her hand, 
her tears ended. 

“Tt’s finally over then,” she said. Dane looked to her and shook his 
head. 

“Over?” he said, parting the balcony curtains to step through. 

“Tt hasn’t even begun.” 
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